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The recent passage of the Tennessee Promise program brings a paradox for advocates of state support 
of higher education: is there a time when additional funding for community colleges might not be a 
good thing? The answer is that it depends on where the funding might have otherwise gone. New 
programs touting “free” community college in Tennessee and similar ones in Oregon and Mississippi 
have been offered as so-called “last dollar” scholarships – covering only tuition and fees that are not 
covered by all other (overwhelmingly federal) aid, such as Pell Grants. Last-dollar programs do not cover 
things like room, board, books, and supplies that a student must pay for in order to survive. 
 
The practical effect of these programs is also to spend the most state money on students who “need the 
least” aid. In higher education wonk-land, we sometimes call these “high expected family contribution 
(EFC)” students, or those who are generally eligible for little to no federal grant support because of their 
income or their families’ income. This targeting of aid is specifically designed to keep state expenditures 
at a minimum, in this case just over $34 million per year from Tennessee’s lottery funds. 
  

 
 
Recent analysis conducted by the Tennessee Higher Education Commission, in a paper published by the 
Lumina Foundation, indicated that 47.8% of all Tennessee community college students attended full 
time, and of these full-time students, 34.8% had an EFC of $0. In other words, over one-third of full-time 
Tennessee community college students could not afford to contribute anything out-of-pocket to the cost 
of their own education. These very-poor $0 EFC students do receive a full Pell Grant. At $5,730, the Pell 
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Grant is more than the state’s mandatory tuition and fees of $3,800 per year at a community college, so 
they receive a small Pell refund to help afford other costs of attendance. They are not eligible for any 
funds under the Tennessee Promise program because their tuition and fees are “covered.” 
 
For those lowest-income community college students 
receiving the maximum Pell Grant – students whom 
Tennessee Promise leaves without additional state 
financial support – the net price after their federal aid is 
applied would still be more than $10,000 per year. Work-
study and scholarships might bring this amount down 
slightly, but not by much. 
 
“Max Pell” students would still have to fund out-of-pocket 
cost with loans and part-time work in order to afford 
college. All while students with an EFC of $4,617 or 
greater get at least some Tennessee Promise support. 
Part-time students who may be working to support 
themselves or their families while attending school – 
more than half of all enrolled Tennessee community 
college students – also receive no Promise funds under 
program rules. 
 
To get a clear picture of just how restrictive the Tennessee program is, it’s best to read straight from the 
program documents. Students must apply senior year, meet all established deadlines, begin at the 
postsecondary institution in the fall or summer directly following high-school, maintain at least 12 credit 
hours each semester, maintain consecutive enrollment for 4 or 5 semesters, and meet satisfactory 
academic progress – generally a 2.0 GPA  – each semester. Research has firmly established that these 
“traditional” students represent a very small portion of overall community college enrollments. They are 
also generally students who have the most resources and academic preparation before starting college, 
and are the most likely to attend a postsecondary program regardless of aid. The Promise program 
documents explicitly state a desire to limit additional state expenditures if demand creeps up, by 
imposing income-level requirements, additional GPA thresholds, or a first-come, first-serve policy. 
 
Tennessee Promise projects to serve an initial cohort of roughly 12,000 students. However, the state 
reports that 17,246 students were first-time community college freshman in fall of 2012, about half of 
whom were full-time. Even with increased demand, how the state could serve about 50 percent more 
full-time students than existed just one year ago with such strict program eligibility requirements is 
beyond the scope of this analysis. But there is reason to suspect that the Promise program will serve far 
fewer students, and certainly far fewer students in need, than it was originally conceived to serve. 
 
When policymakers think community colleges are “free,” they sometimes fail to support other vital 
financial aid programs and equity is ultimately diminished. The intention of the Promise program to 
direct additional funding toward low-income students is well intentioned. But unfortunately it fails to 
reach the students who need the most support.  
 
 
Bryce McKibben is a Policy Analyst with the Association of Community College Trustees (ACCT). This 
objective analysis does not represent the official position of ACCT or its members. 

Example “Max Pell” Student Net Price 

Tuition and Fees $3,800 

Room & Board* $7,200 

Books and Supplies $1,400 

Other Expenses* 
Transportation, child care, etc. 

$3,600 

Total Cost of Attendance $16,000 

Total Grant Aid  - $5,730 

Net Price after Grants $10,270 

 
*Estimated base on Chattanooga State Community 
College Net Price Calculator 
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