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Summary 

 

• Acces  Challenge: Tennessee’s high school graduation rates, 
slightly below the national rate in 1992, dropped substantially 
in the 1990s and were 12 percentages points below the 
national average in 2000. The college enrollment rates for 
high school graduates improved, but this could be an artifact 
of the drop in the graduation rates.  The access challenge in 
Tennessee is to overcome the decline in high school 
graduation by ensuring low-income students have the 
opportunity to enroll in college if they complete high school. 

s

• System Issues: Historically Tennessee has been a low tuition, 
low grant state, but public sector tuition charges moved closer 
to the national average in the 1990s.  Recognizing these 
problems, the state created a new merit-based grant program 
in 2003.  The effects of the new program should be carefully 
studied.  If Tennessee follows the pattern set by other states 
that have implemented merit grants, it is likely that high 
school graduation rates will fall further while the college 
enrollment rates improve. 

• Opportunities: Had the state of Tennessee maintained funding 
for need-based grants at the equity standard in the 1990s, an 
estimated 8,000 addition students would have graduated from 
high school and an addition 23,000 graduates would have 
enrolled as college freshmen. 

 
Access Indicators 

High School Graduation Rates (Table 42.1)  
The public high school graduation rates in Tennessee decreased 14% 
over the decade. In 1992, the public high school graduation rate 
stood at 69% and dropped to 63% by the middle of the decade. At the 
end of the decade, the public high school graduation rate was 55%.  
Compared to the national average public high school graduation rate, 
Tennessee was three percentage points below the national average at 
the start of the decade and 12 percentage points below the national 
average at the end of the decade. 
 
College Enrollment Rates (Table 42.1) 
The college enrollment rates increased 15% during the 1990s. At the 
start of the decade, the college enrollment rate in Tennessee was 
47%. By the end of the decade, the college enrollment rate stood at 
62%. Tennessee was eight percentage points below the national 
average at the start of the decade, but was six percentage points 
above at the close. 
Strategic Issues:  
• In 1995, lawmakers 

authorized a .4% increase in 
state appropriations, 
awarding colleges about 
$868 million. 

• After approving $147 
million for capital 
improvements in 1996, 
state appropriations 
increased 3.5% for the 
1996-97 fiscal year. Due to 
changes in the state 
funding formula, 23 
institutions received less 
than they had received the 
year before. Undergraduate 
tuition increased by 3% for 
instate students and 5% for 
out-of-state students. 

• Lawmakers agreed in 1996 
to start a prepaid tuition 
plan whether students 
attended public or private 
colleges. 

• Lower than projected tax 
revenues called for 
legislators to pass a 1997-
98 budget that reduced 
higher education 
appropriations by $30 
million. 

• Tuition increased during the
1998-99 academic year 
between 4 and 10% at 
campuses across the state. 
State appropriations 
increased $20 million. 

• Due to the increase in 
tuition and fees, the 
Tennessee Student 
Assistance Corporation said 
it would serve 450 fewer 
students in 1998-99. 

• The higher education 
budget for 1999-2000 was 
increased by 2.4%, well 
below the 14% requested by 
college officials. Tuition 
increased 15% at the state’s 
flagship campus. 



 
State Demographics 

State Demographics (Table 42.2) 
The poverty rate in Tennessee stood at 17% at the start of the decade and closed the decade at 
15%.  Compared to the national poverty level, Tennessee was three percentage points above the 
national average at the start of the decade and four percentage points above the national 
average at the end of the decade.  The percentage of the state’s population with a bachelor’s 
degree or higher increased over the decade. In 1992, 15% of Tennessee’s population held a 
bachelor’s degree or higher; and at the close of the decade, 22% of the state’s population held a 
bachelor’s degree or higher. In comparison to the national average for bachelor’s degree 
attainment, Tennessee was six percentage points below the national average at the start of the 
decade and three percentage points below the national average at the close of the decade.  
There was also an increase in the per capita income for Tennessee’s residents, but it remained 
below the national average. At the start of the decade, per capita income in Tennessee was 
$22,960 and increased to $25,946 at the close of the decade. 
 
State System Composition (Table 42.3) 
There was almost no change in enrollment among the sectors of higher education in Tennessee 
during the decade.  At the start of the decade, enrollment in the public four-year sector was 
48% and was 46% at the end of the decade.  Compared to the national average for enrollment in 
public four-year institutions, Tennessee was almost four percentage points above the national 
average over the decade. Enrollment in the public two-year sector was 28% in 1992, dipped to 
27% by mid-decade, and closed the decade at 29%.  In comparison to the national average for 
public two-year institutions, Tennessee was three percentage points below the national average 
during the decade. Enrollment in the private sector stood at 25% at the start of the decade and 
increased to 30% by 1998, but dipped to 26% at the close of the decade.  Private sector 
enrollments in Tennessee averaged around one percentage point below the national average 
over most of the decade. After an increase to being two percentage points above the national 
average for private sector enrollment in 1998, Tennessee ended the decade at one percentage 
point above the national average. 
 

Financial Indicators 
State Financial Capacity (Table 42.4) 
The tax rates in Tennessee were 6% for the first half of the decade and rested at 5% at the close 
of the decade. Tennessee’s tax rates were one percentage point below the national average 
over the decade.  K-12 spending increased during the decade.  In 1992, K-12 expenditures 
were $2,680 per student and increased to $2,920 per student by mid-decade. At the close of 
the decade, K-12 expenditures in Tennessee stood at $3,510 per student.  In comparison to 
the national average for K-12 expenditures, Tennessee spent $1,848 less than the national 
average at the start of the decade and $683 less at the end of the decade. 
 
Educational Revenue (Table 42.5) 
There was a slight increase in state and local appropriations during the decade. At the start of 
the decade, state and local appropriations were $6,171 per FTE; and appropriations stood at 
$6,549 per FTE by the middle of the decade. At the close of the decade, appropriations were 
$6,791. Tennessee’s state and local appropriations were $187 below the national average at the 



start of the decade and $704 below the national average at the close of the decade. With tuition 
added to state and local appropriations, total educational revenue was $7,841 per FTE in 1992 
and $8,285 per student in 1996.  By the end of the decade, educational revenue stood at 
$9,155 per FTE.  Compared to the national average for educational revenue, Tennessee was 
$850 below the national average at the start of the decade and $1,068 at the culmination of the 
decade. 
 
Tuition and Fees (Table 42.6) 
There was a slight increase in tuition and fees over the course of the decade.  In 1992, tuition 
and fees were $1,670 per FTE and increased to $1,736 by 1996.  By the end of the decade, 
students in Tennessee paid $2,364 for tuition and fees.  In comparison to the national average 
for tuition and fee charges, Tennessee was $662 below the national average at the start of the 
decade and $924 below the national average by 1996.  At the end of the decade, Tennessee 
was $364 below the national average for tuition and fee charges.  
 
Need-based Grants (Table 42.6)  
Tennessee’s investment in need-based grants in 1992 stood at $122 per FTE and increased to 
$145 per FTE by the middle of the decade. At the end of the decade, the investment in need-
based grants was $164 per FTE.  Compared to the national average for need-based grants, 
Tennessee was $222 below the national average at the start of the decade and $202 below the 
national average at the end of the decade. 
 
Non-need Grants (Table 42.6)  
Tennessee made a minimal commitment to non-need based grants over the decade.  At the 
start of the decade, Tennessee invested $8 per FTE in non-need grants and by the end of the 
decade that investment decreased to $5 per FTE.  In comparison to the national average for 
investment in non-need grants, Tennessee was $30 below the national average at the start of 
the decade and $109 below the national average at the close of the decade.  
 

Projections 
Coordinated System of G ant  (Table 42.7) r s
If Tennessee had increased its need-based grant aid, given tuition charges, 800 more students 
would have graduated from high school, a one percentage point increase. Of Tennessee’s high 
school graduates, 2,300 more students would have attended postsecondary institutions within 
the state, a four percentage point increase.  
 
Federal Grant Program Prospectus 
Had the federal government provided incentives for Tennessee to provide adequate grant aid, 
equaling one-quarter of the tuition on top of current state aid, 1,100 more high school 
students would have graduated; a two percentage point increase.  A full 3,300 more high 
school graduates would have enrolled in postsecondary institutions, a six percentage point 
increase over the current college continuation rate.  

 


