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Reconnect at Community Colleges 
More than half of working-age adults in Tennessee lack a 
postsecondary credential, including 700,000+ Tennesseans 
who have some prior college credit but no degree (Lumina 
Foundation, 2021). To engage or re-engage adults who do not 
have a postsecondary credential, the state launched 
Tennessee Reconnect in 2018, a last-dollar scholarship that 
covers tuition and mandatory fees for eligible adult students.  

Reconnect is a crucial initiative that supports Tennessee’s 
Drive to 55 goals by engaging adults across the state. With 
both Tennessee Reconnect and Tennessee Promise, 
Tennessee became the first state to offer tuition-free 
community college to both recent high school graduates and 
adult students over age 24. Through Reconnect, adults are 
encouraged to join or rejoin higher education and develop 
skills that are both applicable to the state’s rapidly evolving 
economy and transferable to high-demand careers.  

Reconnect Enrollment Trends 
After the launch of Reconnect in 2018, adult enrollment at 
community colleges grew significantly. In fall 2018, one in 
four students at Tennessee community colleges was age 25 or 
older. In fact, adult enrollment in the first semester of 
Reconnect increased 18% over the prior year--the first 
increase in adult enrollment since 2010. 

From its introduction in fall 2018 through the summer of 
2020, nearly 27,000 community college students have 
participated in Reconnect. In the inaugural cohort that 
enrolled in 2018-19, 17,204 community college students 
participated. In its second year, the 2019-20 academic year, 
16,677 students participated, including 9,742 students who 
were new to Reconnect and 6,935 continuing Reconnectors.  

  

 

Success for Reconnect Students 
Retention Rates: Of the community college students who 
participated in Reconnect in 2019-20, 2,591 graduated during 
the same academic year. Of the remaining students: 

• 47% persisted as Reconnect participants in fall 2020. 
• 13% re-enrolled in fall 2020 but were no longer 

Reconnect participants. 
• 40% did not persist in fall 2020 and were no longer 

Reconnect participants. 

Degree and Certificate Completion: Since 2018, 8,015 
Reconnect participants have completed an associate degree 
or technical certificate at a community college. From the 
inaugural 2018-19 cohort of Reconnect participants, 36% of 
participants have graduated as of Spring 2021. 

• 16% of students who were new to higher education in 
2018-19 have graduated,  

• 30% of students who were returning to college after time 
away in 2018-19 have graduated, and  

• 54% of continuing students in 2018-19 have graduated. 

Reconnect Success Rates  
as of Spring 2021 

 

Not Yet 
Graduated 

Still Enrolled 
as of Spring 

2021 

Earned a Degree or 
Certificate as of: 

Spring 
2019 

Spring 
2020 

Spring 
2021 

2018-19 Reconnect Participants 

New Enrollees 23% ** 4% 16% 

Returning  14% 5% 17% 30% 

Continuing 9% 21% 43% 54% 

All 14% 10% 24% 36% 

2019-20 Reconnect Students 
New Enrollees 44% -- ** 5% 

Returning  33% -- 5% 18% 

Continuing*  25% -- 17% 37% 

All 33% -- 7% 19% 
 

Note: 2018-19 includes Reconnect participants in fall 2018, spring 2019, or 
summer 2019. 2019-20 includes participants in fall 2019, spring 2020, or 
summer 2020. Reconnect participants are students who applied and were 
determined to be eligible for Reconnect, regardless of grant dollars awarded. 

*In this table, success rates for students who participated in Reconnect 
during both 2018-19 and 2019-20 are included in success rates for the 2018-
19 cohort but are excluded from success rates for the 2019-20 cohort. 

**Groups smaller than 10 are excluded to protect student privacy. 
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Highlights from Reconnect Research 
Among community college students who participated in 
Reconnect during the 2019-20 academic year: 

• By Race & Ethnicity: Nearly three-quarters (72%) of 
Reconnect participants were White, compared to 19% 
who were Black, and 5% who were Hispanic.  

• By Gender: Female students comprised a majority (70%) 
of Reconnect participants at every college, with the 
highest proportion at Dyersburg (81%) and the lowest at 
Cleveland (63%). 

• By Income: Nearly half of Reconnect participants (45%) 
also received a Pell Grant in 2019-20. However, the 
proportion of Reconnect students who received a Pell 
Grant varied across the state. At Motlow, 29% of 
Reconnect participants received a Pell Grant; at Jackson, 
59% received a Pell Grant. 

• By Student Age: A majority of Reconnect students (62%) 
were under age 35, and many (43%) were under age 30. 
This was fairly consistent across the state, with smaller 
colleges seeing slightly higher average ages of Reconnect 
participants. For example, 55% of Reconnect participants 
at Cleveland were under age 35. However, at Pellissippi, 
63% of Reconnect participants were under age 35. 

• By Enrollment Type: In the first year of Reconnect, most 
participants were new to higher education or were 
returning to college after at least one semester away. 
However, in 2019-20, relatively fewer new and returning 
students enrolled, and students who were already 
enrolled at college during the prior year comprised the 
majority (54%) of Reconnect participants.  

• By College: In 2019-20, one in three Reconnect students 
(34%) were enrolled at the system’s three most urban 
colleges--Nashville, Pellissippi, and Southwest. 

Equity gaps persisted among Reconnect students. 

Four out of five Reconnect graduates were White students. 
Black students comprised 20% of Reconnect participants in 
2018-19 but only 13% of graduates. Among students who 
participated in Reconnect during 2018-19, 40% of White 
students have graduated, compared to 24% of Black students, 
and 32% of Hispanic students.  

Most Reconnect participants were pursuing degrees 
designed to transfer to a university. 

More than half (55%) of Reconnect participants from the 
2019-20 cohort were enrolled in associate degree programs 
designed to transfer to a university. Business and Nursing 
were also popular programs. 

Fewer than half of adult students at community 
colleges participated in Reconnect during 2019-20. 

From fall 2019 through summer 2020, 33,405 adult students 
(ages 25 and over) enrolled at Tennessee community 
colleges. Of those adults, 14,474 (43%) were Reconnect 
participants. In other words, over half of adults enrolled in 
2019-20 academic were not Reconnect participants. This was 
similar to participation rates in 2018-19 (TBR, 2019).  

Reconnect eligibility requirements may explain the low 
participation rate of adult students in Reconnect. 

A sizeable proportion of adults at community colleges are not 
eligible for Reconnect. Some adults may not participate in 
Reconnect because they use a Pell Grant (40% of non-
Reconnect adults in fall 2019) to cover tuition and fees.  
Students enrolling in fewer than six credit hours (27% of non-
Reconnect adults in fall 2019) or who already earned a 
degree are not eligible for Reconnect. Additionally, some 
adult students are not seeking a degree (20% of non-
Reconnect adults in 2019). Lastly, 13% of Reconnect 
participants in 2019-20 were under the age of 25, younger 
than the typical definition of adult students. 

Colleges implemented strategies to support the 
enrollment and persistence of Reconnect students. 

In 2020, three community colleges partnered with 
researchers to test Reconnect pilot projects. These pilots 
were designed to encourage Reconnect students to persist. 
After the first round of pilots, Reconnect persistence 
increased considerably (TBR, 2021).  
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https://www.tbr.edu/sites/default/files/media/2019/11/TN-Reconnect-2018-Summary_November2019_2.pdf
https://www.tbr.edu/sites/default/files/media/2021/08/ANudgetoReconnect.pdf

