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Pathway to Post-secondary Education 

Abstract 

The Drive to 55! Why are we driving to 55? To equip 55 percent of Tennesseans 

equipped with a post-secondary credential by the year 2025.  

• 55 percent of Tennessee jobs will require some form of post-secondary education by 
2025. 

• Currently, in Tennessee, 32 percent of those between ages 25 and 64 hold at least a 
two-year degree. 

 
Governor Halsam’s mission and challenge to Tennesseans is to equip 55 percent of 

Tennesseans with post-secondary credentials by the year of 2025.  It’s not just a mission for 

higher education, but a mission for Tennessee’s future workforce and economic development 

(www.tennessean.com). The Drive to 55’s goal is to help generate greater private sector 

awareness, support for long-term steps required in college entry and completion, adult 

education and training, and also to identify and close the skills gaps to better prepare our 

workforce for the future. 

 TN Promise and TN Recconcect were modeled from the Tennessee Achieves college 

access program. TN Achieves was created in 2008 under the leadership of, city mayor, Bill 

Haslam, who is now Tennessee’s Governor (www.tnachieves.org).  Tennessee Achieves 

originated in Knoxville and was intended as a workforce development initiative to create a 

better educated class of local workers (www.tnachieves.org).  City officials used local 

educational statistics to help facilitate the foundation of the Tennessee Achieves initiative. 

Statistics yielded that a third of Knoxville’s graduating high-school seniors did not pursue 

http://www.tennessean.com/
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any type of higher education, including credential or technical education.  Statistics also 

yielded that these high school graduates had average grades and came from low-income 

households.  Many of these graduates were the first one in their family to attend college 

(www.tnachieves.org). The incentive for Tennessee Achieves was to provide these students 

an opportunity to continue their education.  The funding originally was provided by seven 

private donors, business owners, and other prominent city officials. They formed a public-

private partnership to get Tennessee Achieves off the ground (www.tnachieves.org).  A 

student from a single-parent home knew that attending college after graduation was far from 

reach, until a high school counselor informed the student of Tennessee Achieves College 

Access program. A recipient, of the Tennessee Achieves must maintain a C-average and 

attend community college for consecutive semesters; he/she must perform eight hours of 

community service each semester, and meet regularly with a mentor, who can assist the 

student to remain on track.  The Tennessee Achieves recipient registered at a community 

college in East Tennessee in 2011 and later graduated with an Associate’s Degree 

(www.tnachieves.org). The recipient states, she would not have had a chance to earn a degree 

without the Tennessee Achieves College Access Program. She has, just recently, completed a 

Bachelor’s Degree.  

 Governor Halsam announced his idea in February 2014, that Tennessee will be the 

only state in the country to offer high school graduates and adults 24 years old and older two-

year free tuition.  Tuition that is not covered by Pell grant, HOPE scholarship, or state 

student assistance funds.  Tennessee Achieves, REDI, and The Ayers Foundation, are all 

college access programs, working in partnership with local, non-profit partnering 
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organizations that coordinate the mentoring and community service component. Once a 

student applies to the Tennessee Promise program, his/ her respective partnering organization 

is responsible for coordinating program requirements, mentorship connections, and 

determining if a student remains eligible for the TN Promise. 

 The Drive to 55 consists of three initiatives: 1) Tennessee Promise (TN Promise): a 

last dollar scholarship that provides two-years of free tuition to community colleges and 

technical colleges (TCATs). TN Promise is for high school graduates in the state of 

Tennessee only.  The TN Promise will begin this fall with the Class of 2015.  2) Tennessee 

Reconnect (TN Reconnect): also a last dollar scholarship that provides two-years free tuition 

for adults 24 years old and older. TN Reconnect will also begin the fall of 2015 with the 

TCATs only.  The TN Reconnect will be extended to the Tennessee Board of Regents (TBR) 

community colleges in 2016.  3) Tennessee LEAP—Labor Education Alignment Program 

(TN LEAP): a grant program. This initiative is a little different than TN Promise and TN 

Reconnect. The primary goal of TN LEAP is to create long-term relationships between 

employers, community colleges, and TCATs to identify and address skills gaps in 

Tennessee’s workforce pool. TN LEAP will ensure that post-secondary institutions are 

producing the credentials employers need through alliance driven decision-making 

(www.driveto55.org).  

 In order for students to qualify for this last dollar scholarship, they must complete a 

series of requirements, such as:   

• Apply to the program by the designated deadline date 

http://www.driveto55.org/
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• File the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA), by deadline 

• Attend a mandatory meeting coordinated by partnering organization, by deadline 

• Attend a second mandatory meeting, by deadline 

• Make application to a TBR institution 

• Complete eight hours of community service 

Once all requirements and deadlines have been met, the student will remain eligible for the 

TN Promise last dollar scholarship.  The Tennessee Student Assistance Corporation (TSAC) 

is a state agency. TSAC provides financial assistance for post-secondary educational 

opportunities to Tennessee residents and other students who have established eligibility in 

accordance with program guidelines (www.tn.gov).  TSAC administers TN Promise and TN 

Reconnect with assistance from the partnering organizations. 

Approximately 60 percent of all students enrolled in higher education receive some 

type of financial aid assistance.  Financial Aid is based on the “expected family contribution” 

(EFC). Your EFC is the minimum amount colleges expect you and your family to pay for a 

year of college. Colleges calculate the student’s financial eligibility need by subtracting the 

EFC from the cost of attendance (COA) (www.collegedata.com).  

Governor Halsam’s initiative has given Tennesseans an incredible opportunity to earn 

a post-secondary credential that will change the future for Tennesseans while reaching The 

Drive to 55’s goal—equipping 55 percent of Tennesseans with a post-secondary credential 

by 2025.  The demands of the workforce today are leaning toward a more educated/skilled 

employee.  High school students are consistently encouraged to attend college, because a 

http://www.tn.gov/
http://www.collegedata.com/
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post-secondary education is crucial in today’s workforce.  People may be able to learn to 

perform on a job without a post-secondary credential, but a post-secondary education is 

fundamental, because without some form of post-secondary training, most jobs that are 

available are not career jobs (Gov. Haslam).  For many students and working adults college 

was completely out of the question. Until Governor Halsam’s Drive to 55 Initiative, many 

high school graduates and low-income citizens cannot afford to attend college, and must 

immediately obtain full-time work. This is no longer an issue, based on The Drive to 55 

Initiative! 

The foundation of my Maxine Smith Fellows project is to implement a “best 

practices” model for TCATs as our institutions move forward with the Pathway to Post-

secondary Education for Tennesseans!  To accomplish this goal, information was gathered 

from the top five TCATs with the largest applicant pool of potential students.  The following 

TCATs had an awesome first year: TCAT Nashville (2353 applicants), TCAT Chattanooga 

(2175 applicants), TCAT Knoxville (1584 applicants), TCAT Memphis (1500 applicants), 

and TCAT Murfreesboro (923 applicants). I spoke with the TN Promise and TN Reconnect 

Coordinators on each campus to document the process for their “great success” in recruiting 

potential students for their campuses.  TCAT Nashville was the number one technical college 

with the most applicants, and part of its process was email blasts—which consist of a letter 

with a link to the website to complete the application process.  TCAT Nashville implemented 

the following “best practices:” 

• Compiled a master list from the TN Reconnect website 

• Email blast - 1st letter  (congratulations on their interest to attend TCAT Nashville) 
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• Email blast - 2nd letter (follow-up; inform students to call & finalize their process) 

• Continuous “advertisement” 

• Press Release (sent to media outlets) 

• TCAT Nashville’s Director was interviewed by the local media  

The TCAT Directors that participated in interviews by the local media was one of the most 

common practices for the TCATs, and very beneficial to the effectiveness in reaching out to 

the community. TCAT Nashville went above and beyond the mandatory Scholarship 

Saturday to reach out to students by informing them of TN Promise and TN Reconnect last 

dollar scholarship incentive.  Chattanooga State Community College/TCAT Chattanooga 

merged some years ago.  So, the activity recorded by their applicant pool is a combination of 

both colleges.  Chattanooga State Community College/TCAT Chattanooga’s process 

included the following “best practices:” 

• March Open House  

• Two additional Open House events 

• Newspaper and Radio Advertisements 

• Word of Mouth 

• Gov. Haslam’s visit to Chattanooga’s campus (large media presence) 

• Director and Student Services Coordinator interviewed by the local media 

• Utilized key stakeholders 

• Chamber, Mayor, Industry & County Fair 

• Banners advertising “Free Tuition on their campus 

• Their Motto:  “No Empty Seat” They informed their faculty and staff of motto—

everyone participated in getting the word out about TN Promise & Reconnect. 

• SHE Expo – LeAnne Tuohy 
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Chattanooga State Community College/TCAT Chattanooga also demonstrated innovation.  A 

motto of “No Empty Seat” was created.  They informed faculty and staff of this motto to help 

achieve their goal. “This is an excellent initiative to help facilitate the Drive to 55”!  TCAT 

Knoxville went above and beyond the call of duty to get their community involved and 

getting the word out. Their “best practices” are as follows: 

• Inform Faculty and Staff of TN Reconnect initiative  

• Heavily Advertised “open house” events 

• Director interviewed by the local media 

• Employee interviews with the local media (six on-air segments) 

• Utilized key stakeholders 

• Chamber of Commerce    

• Counselor’s Breakfast   

• Industry Commitment   

• TN Reconnect Week in July 

• High School Tours 

• Economic Development Involvement 

• Community Support 

• Inform everyone about TN Reconnect 

TCAT Knoxville’s community involvement and community presence is and has been most 

impressive.  The support from the Economic Development Organizations, the Chamber of 

Commerce, Industry, and the community has been outstanding.  TCAT Murfreesboro’s 

process included the following “best practices:” 

• Director interviewed by local media 

• TN Reconnect Saturday Open House 
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• Marquee Advertisement (campus) 

• Push Cards 

• Newspaper Advertisements 

• Advisory Committee Assistance 

TCAT Murfreesboro proved that with effort and team work, any TCAT can have great 

success with recruiting potential applicants. 

 The most common and innovative “best practices” at the TCAT institutions are as 

follows: 

• More than the one scheduled “Open House” events. 

• Advertising (media, newspaper, radio ads, etc.) 

• Directors interviewed the by local media 

• Utilizing key stakeholders 

• Chamber of Commerce   

• THEC (Tennessee Higher Education Commission) 

• Economic Development  

• City Officials 

• Industry Commitment   

• Community Support 

• Emphasize TN Reconnect to everyone (word of mouth) 

• Push Cards 

• Advisory Committee Commit  
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• Get faculty and staff engaged in the school’s recruiting efforts 

In conclusion, since the implementation of The Drive to 55 in the fall of 2015, the 

state announced that enrollment at the community colleges is up by 6 percent, according to a 

census taken on the 14th day of classes (www.tennessean.com). The TCATs and community 

colleges have seen significant gains in the number of students enrolled with a full course 

load, a requirement of free-tuition scholarship program. Administrators report that because of 

the full-time enrollment under the TN Promise and TN Reconnect, students have a clearer 

path to success.  With growth come challenges.  Many campuses have encountered student 

overflow which has caused challenges. How will administrators strategically accommodate 

this influx of students?  The TCATs are offering more programs during the day and at night, 

and the colleges are increasing the number of students in each class, offering earlier classes, 

and an option for night classes.  

 President Obama visited Pellissippi State Community College and highlighted in his 

announcement “America’s College Promise” which is modeled on Governor Haslam’s TN 

Promise.  Tennessee Board of Regents Chancellor John Morgan said TN Reconnect as well 

as other programs Governor Haslam has introduced to encourage post-secondary education 

attainment, have resulted in a transformation of how the state’s commitment to higher 

education is viewed across the country (www.knoxnews.com). “We know the only way to 

reach our goals is to increase the numbers of Tennesseans with post-secondary credentials, to 

attract more non-traditional students into our programs, including and especially adult 

students,” Chancellor Morgan said in an email (www.knoxnews.com).  TN Reconnect does 

http://www.tennessean.com/
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that, and it provides those adults with a variety of programs, each offering the technical skills 

and professional training designed to meet the workforce demands in the region or local area. 
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