
Summary
In 2022, Tennessee’s community colleges faced new 
challenges, including changing postsecondary enrollment 
patterns and rapidly evolving labor market conditions. From 
fall 2019 to fall 2022, enrollment at Tennessee community 
colleges declined 21%, representing the lowest enrollment 
since 1990. Colleges also awarded fewer degrees and 
technical certificates in the 2021-2022 academic year, as 
success rates reflected the continued challenges students 
have faced since the onset of COVID-19.

The TBR 2015-2025 Strategic Plan guides colleges’ 
responses to these challenges. As the system builds toward 
its 2025 goals, TBR and community colleges have undertaken 
new efforts to boost enrollment, align programs with 
students’ economic opportunities, and accelerate toward the 
state’s attainment goal, the Drive to 55. 

This summary will explore data trends related to three pillars 
of TBR’s work, with a focus on the system’s open-access 
mission, efforts to promote postsecondary completion, and 
support for community and workforce development.
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Building Toward 2025
Student Access & Success at TBR Colleges

Explore the Data
• View a presentation about how Tennessee community 

colleges and TCATs are building toward 2025.

• Download the data to explore trends in student access 
and success at Tennessee community colleges over the 
past decade.

• Explore more data about Tennessee’s community 
colleges and TCATs in interactive dashboards, college 
profiles, and research library.

Scan this code to learn 
more about TBR’s 
mission of student 
success & workforce 
development.

Pellissippi State, 2019

https://www.tbr.edu/board/2015-25-tbr-strategic-plan
https://www.tbr.edu/sites/default/files/media/2022/10/Slides%20Enrollment%20and%20Graduates%20September%202022.pdf
https://www.tbr.edu/sites/default/files/media/2022/09/Data%20Enrollment%20and%20Graduates%20September%202022.xlsx
https://www.tbr.edu/node/30681


Community colleges have made significant progress 
toward the goals of the Drive to 55.
Tennessee’s statewide attainment goal, the Drive to 55, set a 
target for 151,000 students to graduate from community 
colleges between 2015 and 2025. Between 2015 and 2022, 
community colleges exceeded their Drive to 55 targets, 
fulfilling 102% of the target goals from 2015 to 2022. 

However, the number of degrees and certificates 
earned at community colleges fell in 2022. 
Students earned 14,681 degrees and certificates in the 
2021-2022 academic year, compared to 15,801 awards in 
2020-2021. This decrease represents 1,120 fewer awards in 
2022 than in 2021, or a 7% decline in awards earned across 
the community college system. However, while awards 
decreased systemwide, three colleges saw increases in 
awards: Columbia, Dyersburg, and Northeast.

Three-year graduation rates held steady this year, 
but gaps persist for Black and low-income students. 
Among students who began as full-time freshmen in 2019, 
25.6% earned a degree or technical certificate from a 
community college within three years. In the prior year, 26.0% 
of students graduated within three years.

This year, graduation rates fell slightly for Black and low-
income students: 13% of Black students and 21% of low-
income students graduated within three years, which is down 
slightly from the prior year.

If colleges continue graduating students at the 
current pace, community colleges will fulfill 98% of 
their Drive to 55 targets.
To fulfill 100% of the system’s Drive to 55 goal, community 
colleges will need to graduate 2,500 additional students than 
is currently projected between 2022 and 2025.

Accelerate Toward the Drive to 55

Student Success at Tennessee Community Colleges
Degrees and Technical Certificates 
Earned During the Academic Year

Three-Year Graduation Rate 
for First-Time, Full-Time Freshmen

College
Awards 

Earned in
2022

Change 
Since 
2013

Change 
Since 
2020

Change 
Since 
2021

Graduation Rate 
for the 2019 

Cohort

Change 
Since 
2013

Change 
Since 
2020

Change
Since 
2021

Chattanooga 1,429 -3% -3% -4% 22.1% +11.8 pp +0.2 pp +1.1 pp

Cleveland 798 +32% -6% -5% 30.4% +15.6 pp +2.9 pp -0.9 pp

Columbia 1,102 +69% +6% +5% 28.2% +10.4 pp +1.8 pp +0.7 pp

Dyersburg 559 +61% +16% +7% 25.6% +16.7 pp +0.4 pp -0.9 pp

Jackson 631 +11% -10% -7% 22.6% +12.3 pp +1.6 pp +0.3 pp

Motlow 1,071 +68% -15% -17% 32.8% +14.0 pp 0.0 pp -1.6 pp

Nashville 1,195 +53% +3% -7% 16.9% +6.5 pp -0.4 pp -2.2 pp

Northeast 1,217 +2% -15% +2% 28.2% +12.3 pp -3.5 pp -1.1 pp

Pellissippi 1,741 -4% -20% -21% 26.7% +10.5 pp -1.9 pp -2.9 pp

Roane 955 +8% -16% -13% 33.0% +17.0 pp +2.0 pp +2.2 pp

Southwest 1,106 -18% 0% -6% 15.0% +8.4 pp +3.1 pp -0.5 pp

Volunteer 1,628 +35% -5% -2% 22.8% +8.6 pp -1.9 pp -1.0 pp

Walters 1,249 +9% -6% -5% 32.5% +14.9 pp +1.5 pp -0.1 pp

All Colleges 14,681 +16% -8% -7% 25.6% +12.0 pp +0.3 pp -0.4 pp

COMPLETION

Note: Awards include associate degrees and technical certificates. Graduation rates are based on a cohort of degree-seeking students who enroll in college for the first time and 
attempt 12 credit hours in their first fall term. Graduation rates reflect the number of students in the cohort who earned a certificate or degree within three years of enrolling.



The number of high school graduates enrolling at 
TBR colleges has fallen by 5,000 students.
Tennessee’s college-going rate declined from 63.8% in 2017 
to 52.8% in 2021 (THEC, 2022). The TBR college-going rate, 
representing the proportion of public high school graduates 
who enrolled at a community college or TCAT immediately 
after high school, dropped from 28% in 2017 to 20% in 
2021. This decline meant 5,000 fewer recent high school 
graduates enrolled at TBR colleges in 2021 than in 2017.

Preliminary data shows additional enrollment 
declines are likely in fall 2022. 
Preliminary enrollment at Tennessee community colleges in 
fall 2022 is lower this fall than at any point since 1990.

In fall 2022, 70,313 students are enrolled at community 
colleges across Tennessee. Compared to fall 2021, 4,230 
fewer students have enrolled this fall, representing a 6% 
decline. Compared to fall 2019, 18,633 fewer students are 
enrolled this fall, representing a 21% decline.

Since the onset of COVID-19, first-time enrollment 
and adult enrollment at community colleges has 
declined, especially among Black students.
• First-time enrollment by recent high school graduates fell 

22% from 2019 to 2021, representing 3,800 fewer students.

• First-time enrollment by Black students fell 35% from 2019 
to 2021, representing 1,200 fewer students.

• Adult enrollment (for students ages 23 and up) fell 30% 
from 2019 to 2021, representing 8,800 fewer students.

However, early data shows that some colleges will see 
growth in first-time enrollment in 2022.
• Four colleges show growth in enrollment among recent 

high school graduates in 2022: Cleveland, Motlow, 
Nashville, and Walters.

• First-time enrollment by Hispanic students grew 12% from 
2021 to 2022, and 10 colleges saw increases in Hispanic 
enrollment in 2022.

Boost College Going Across Tennessee

Preliminary Enrollment at Tennessee Community Colleges
Headcount Enrollment First-Time Freshmen Headcount Enrollment

College In Fall 
2022*

Change 
Since 
2019

Change 
Since 
2020

Change 
Since 
2021

In Fall 
2022*

Change 
Since 
2019

Change 
Since 
2020

Change 
Since 
2021

Chattanooga 6,429 -21% -15% -9% 1,308 -23% -11% -7%

Cleveland 3,180 -6% +3% 0% 736 -14% +1% +5%

Columbia 4,963 -23% -18% -9% 1,238 -30% -23% -16%

Dyersburg 2,683 -6% -2% -6% 513 -16% -9% -8%

Jackson 3,459 -30% -19% -13% 735 -35% -19% -12%

Motlow 5,636 -20% -14% -4% 1,576 -17% -3% -2%

Nashville 6,617 -17% -7% -1% 1,415 -13% +3% +3%

Northeast 5,100 -16% -7% -2% 1,073 -21% -10% -13%

Pellissippi 8,452 -22% -11% -5% 2,064 -17% -6% -7%

Roane 4,457 -26% -16% -10% 967 -22% -15% -6%

Southwest 6,903 -28% -12% -6% 1,329 -37% -16% -7%

Volunteer 6,957 -25% -22% -7% 1,601 -31% -22% -9%

Walters 5,477 -13% -5% 0% 1,298 -21% -4% 0%

All Colleges 70,313 -21% -12% -6% 15,853 -24% -11% -6%

OPEN 
ACCESS

Note: Fall 2022 enrollment is based on preliminary census data. Prior years are reported with official end-of-term data. In fall 2021, end-of-term headcount was 1.7% higher than 
census, while end-of-term full-time equivalent enrollment was 4.2% higher than census.  *Census enrollment may not reflect enrollments in courses that begin after the 14th day.

https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/thec/bureau/research/college-going-reports/CGR-HSSO%20Report%20Draft_Final.pdf


New research shows the impact of earning a 
community college degree on students’ 
employment opportunities.
Tennessee community college graduates earn higher wages 
and are employed at higher rates than those who attended 
community colleges but did not graduate. Five years after 
departing college, graduates earned a median annual wage 
of $36,420, which was $13,970 more than students who 
attended but did not graduate (TBR, 2022).

However, employment and earnings differed by graduates’ 
program of study. Some graduates’ wages were below 
Tennessee’s living wage. (The estimated annual living wage 
in Tennessee is $32,136, based on an hourly wage of $15.45 
for an adult with no children working full-time, MIT, 2022.) 

• Employment rates and earnings were highest for 
graduates of health sciences and engineering technology 
programs. Five years after graduating, the median wage 
for these graduates was well above the living wage.

• Employment rates and earnings were lowest among 
graduates of Business and University Parallel programs. 
Five years after graduating, the median wage for these 
students was lower than the living wage.

Align Programs with Economic Opportunity

Employment Outcomes for Community College 
Graduates & Non-Graduates

Outcomes Five Years after 
Departing College

Student Type Employed in 
Tennessee Median Wage

Community College 
Non-Graduates 62% $22,450

Community College 
Graduates 65% $36,420

By Program of Study

Health Sciences Graduates 70% $43,180

Engineering Technology 
Graduates 65% $46,104

Business Graduates 65% $30,578

University Parallel 
Graduates 56% $28,565

COMMUNITY & 
WORKFORCE 

DEVELOPMENT

Learn More about TBR’s Mission of Student Success & Workforce Development

COMMUNITY & 
WORKFORCE 

DEVELOPMENT
COMPLETION

OPEN 
ACCESS

Strategic Enrollment 
Management is a systemwide 
effort to achieve goals for 
enrollment, persistence, 
retention, & graduation.

Early Postsecondary 
Opportunities allow students 
to access college coursework 
while in high school. 

The Tennessee Coaching 
Project provides in-depth, 
personalized student 
coaching through a new 
model of advising.

High Impact Practices boost 
student persistence and 
attainment through evidence-
based teaching practices.

Colleges are Reimaging the 
Community College 
Experience and building 
pathways for students to earn 
workforce-ready credentials in 
their first semester.

New partnerships are 
building pathways to careers 
in fields like IT and law 
enforcement. 

Data Source: TBR analysis from P20 Connect TN. Median annual earnings for students 
who enrolled from 2009 to 2017. Excludes students who transferred to a university. 

https://www.tbr.edu/sites/default/files/media/2022/09/WorkingPaper4SCNDEmploymentOutcomes.pdf
https://livingwage.mit.edu/states/47
https://www.tbr.edu/student-success/tbr-strategic-enrollment-management
https://www.tbr.edu/academics/early-postsecondary-opportunities
https://www.tbr.edu/sites/default/files/media/2022/09/Tennessee%20Coaching%20Project.pdf
https://www.tbr.edu/student-success/tbr-high-impact-practices
https://www.tbr.edu/policy-strategy/reimagining-community-college-experience
https://www.tbr.edu/academics/tbr-amazon-web-services-aws-certification-partnership
https://www.tbr.edu/news/collaborative-launched-expand-law-enforcement-career-exploration-and-education-pathways

