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Pellissippi State Community College Student, 2019

How do adult 
students (ages 25+) 

experience their first 
year of college 

(or their first year back 
after some time away)?
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What is Tennessee Reconnect?

More than 2 million 
working-age adults in 
Tennessee lack a 
postsecondary credential.

In 2018, Tennessee Reconnect 
launched at community 
colleges statewide. It allows 
eligible adult students 
(typically those over age 24 
with no prior college degree) 
to enroll tuition-free.

Educational Attainment: 
Tennesseans Ages 25-64

Data and visual adapted from Lumina Foundation’s 2021 Stronger Nation report.

11% graduate degree

20% bachelor’s degree

8% associate degree

8% certificate/certification

12% some college, no credential

31% high school graduate

10% no high school diploma



In 2018, adult enrollment grew 18%.

In fall 2018, the first semester of 
Tennessee Reconnect, adult 
enrollment at community 
colleges grew 18% over the 
prior year. This growth 
represented 3,700 additional
adult students.

In the first year, more than 
17,000 students participated 
in Tennessee Reconnect at 
community colleges.

Adult Enrollment at Community Colleges
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Fewer than half of Reconnectors persisted.

Among the 16,000 
community college 
students who participated 
in Reconnect in the 
program’s first year, 
only 46% persisted 
at college and as Reconnect 
students the next year. 
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Reconnect Persistence Rates after Year 1

*TNR persistence rates reflect the proportion of TNR students from an academic year who return as 
community college students and TNR participants in the following fall semester, excluding graduates. 

The first TNR cohort includes TNR participants during the 2018-19 academic year.



Why do some 
Reconnect students 
struggle to persist? 

We asked them.

During in-depth interviews in 2020, current 
and former Reconnect students shared their 
perspectives on the barriers to persistence:

• Many adults balance school with work and 
childcare.

• Adult students sometimes don’t feel a sense 
of belonging on campus or struggle to 
adapt to college.

• Information from colleges was sometimes 
unclear or inconsistent about the steps to 
remain Reconnect eligible.

Northeast State Community College



Colleges have piloted three 
efforts to support Reconnect 
persistence.

Colleges conducted targeted 
outreach to remind Reconnect 
students about key requirements, 
prompt students to reapply and 
re-enroll, and connect students to 
key campus resources. 

The goal is to identify promising 
practices to implement at scale.

Leverage Technology

Recruit Faculty to Help

Draw on the Influence 
of Peers

Reconnect Persistence Pilots

Reconnect Persistence Pilots



Theory Behind 
the Pilots
Pilots included efforts to send 
nudges—targeted messages that 
reminded TNR students about key 
requirements and prompted students to 
reapply. 

The messages were designed by the 
colleges with help from behavioral 
science experts at the Nudge4 Solutions 
Lab and ideas42. 

Four principles guided these efforts.

The Message
Provide salient 

information through 
targeted messages 

that prompt specific 
actions.

The Messenger
Share the reminders 

across multiple 
platforms or from 

multiple 
messengers.

The Timing
Plan the timing of the 
messages alongside 

other deadlines.

The Cost
Reach the greatest 
number of students 

with minimal cost to 
the college.



Who: In spring 2020, Nashville & 
Pellissippi sent targeted messages to 
Reconnect students across multiple 
platforms (through text messages, 
campus portals, and postal mail). 

How: Messages were designed to prompt 
students to reapply for Reconnect and 
register for fall classes, or to contact 
someone at the college who can help.

Key Takeaway: During the pilot period, 
Reconnect reapplications rose 
significantly. 

The only costs were postage, texting 
fees, and staff time to create and send 
messages.
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Nashville Reconnect Reapplications by Month, 2019-20

In Pilot 1, colleges leveraged technology.



Reconnect persistence rose significantly.

After implementing the first 
pilot, the Reconnect 
persistence rate:
• rose 15 percentage 

points at Nashville, and 
• rose 6 percentage 

points at Pellissippi,
• even as Reconnect 

persistence fell at other 
colleges.

38%

53%

47% 46%

30%

35%

40%

45%

50%

55%

60%

2018-19 2019-20

Nashville Pellissippi Other 11 Colleges

Reconnect Persistence Rates after Pilot 1

*TNR persistence rates reflect the proportion of TNR students from an academic year who return as 
community college students and TNR participants in the following fall semester, excluding graduates. 

The first TNR cohort includes TNR participants during the 2018-19 academic year.



Who: In fall 2020, 350 Nashville and 
Southwest faculty volunteered to 
remind students to reapply for 
Reconnect. 

What: Faculty participants reminded 
students about the reapplication and 
provided time during class to complete 
the application. 

Key Takeaway: Students who received 
a reminder reapplied for Reconnect at 
high rates. 

The only costs were faculty/staff 
time to deliver the reminders.
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*Based on preliminary data; final data will be available in fall 2021.

Reconnect Reapplications by Month During the Pilot 
Period, October-December 2020

In Pilot 2, colleges recruited faculty to help.



Pilot 3 draws upon on the 
influence of peers.
Inspired by colleges’ strategic enrollment management 
plans

• Colleges sought to foster a sense of being and 
belonging on campus for adult students.

Colleges expanded their existing relational advising 
work to include a focus on adults. 

• Adult students may need a stronger connection to 
campus resources or connections to peers that the 
previous nudges did not provide.

Goal: Provide reminders about key deadlines, campus 
academic support services, and Reconnect-specific 
resources in a timely and actionable manner as well as 
build a sense of being or belonging. 

Roane State Community College



When: Launched in spring 2021, continues through 
summer/fall 2021

Who: 20 peer mentors at Nashville and Southwest 

• Mentors were experienced Reconnect students.

• Mentees were first-year Reconnect students. 

How: First-year Reconnect students were randomly 
selected to receive a peer mentor.

• Selection process allows us to rigorously measure 
the impact of peer mentoring relative to those 
students who did not receive a mentor.

• 850 first-year Reconnect students received a peer 
mentor. 

• Small caseload enables mentor to leverage the 
relational component of the outreach efforts.

Mentors reached out to new Reconnect students.

Example of Mentor Outreach



The colleges and ideas42 provided training for peer 
mentors and a mentoring guide.

Mentors reached out and met virtually with mentees 
throughout the semester 

Mentees also received pre-written nudges throughout the 
semester to remind them about key deadlines and 
campus resources.

Students also received personalized text messages and 
emails.

Preliminary outcomes are encouraging.

Roane State Community College

The goal is to 
connect adult 
students with 
resources and 
with peers.



Tennessee Reconnect helps to support adult students’ enrollment and success. 
Now, colleges are working to support Reconnect students’ persistence.

Technology can be leveraged to remind adult students about 
campus resources or important enrollment steps.

Faculty can be important influencers for adult students who 
are struggling to persist. 

Peers may be able to promote deeper campus connections 
and a sense of belonging for adult students.

Key Takeaways



Next Steps

Research briefs about Tennessee Reconnect at community colleges and the impact of the first 
Reconnect persistence pilot are available online: tbr.edu/policy-strategy/presentations-and-papers

A Nudge to Reconnect white paper is 
available on the TBR website with 
examples of pilot outreach strategies.

This fall, we will share more results about 
the pilots and a toolkit for implementing 
similar outreach at other colleges.

https://www.tbr.edu/policy-strategy/presentations-and-papers

