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A thesis presented to the Honors College of Middle Tennessee State University in partialGLOSSARY OF Vocabulary DefinitionsTERMS
· Tennessee Promise Scholarship: A law passed in Tennessee by Gov. Bill Haslam that offers all high school seniors the chance to earn an associate’s degree or technical certificate without paying the cost of tuition.
· Tuition-Free College: Under the Tennessee Promise program, “free college” refers to a tuition-free education at a community college, technical school, or university that offers two-year programs. Tennessee Promise only covers tuition and fees after federal assistance has been applied to a student’s tuition, and does not cover the costs of books, supplies, or room and board. These funds are allocated from Tennessee lottery profits.
· Pell Grant: Federal financial assistance that is based on family income and degrees of financial need given to students for college expenses after filing out the FAFSA.
· FAFSA: The Free Application for Federal Student Aid that students in the United States must fill out to receive federal tuition assistance. Tennessee Promise students are required to file a FAFSA before receiving Tennessee Promise funds.
· The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act: A law passed by Barack Obama’s administration in 2009 with the purpose of increasing federal Pell Grant funds, workforce training programs and financial assistance for community college work-study programs.
· GPA: Tennessee Promise scholars are required to maintain a 2.0 grade point average while attending community college in order to remain eligible for two years of tuition assistance.
· First time, full time student: Students who are attending either a community college, university, or technical school for the first time, and are enrolled in at least 12 credit hours per semester.
· “Last-dollar” Scholarship: The type of scholarship that Tennessee Promise is classified as due to the fact that it only offers tuition assistance to students who do not have enough funds from the Pell Grant or HOPE Scholarship after filing the FAFSA to pay for tuition. Tennessee Promise only supplies the funds needed to pay for tuition, and does not give students these funds until other federal and state funds are applied to their tuition and fees.
· HOPE Scholarship: A lottery-funded scholarship in Tennessee that college students can receive upon graduating high school with either a 21 on the ACT exams, or a 3.0 GPA. The award amount and length of time a student can receive the award differs between community colleges and universities.
· First-Generation College Student: For the purpose of this study, first generation college students are defined as students with parents who did not earn a bachelor’s degree.
· Second-Generation College Student: Students are referred to as second generation if one or more parent has earned did earn a bachelor’s degree. 
· Ineligible: The term used to describe students who are no longer able to receive Tennessee Promise funds after failing to complete program requirements.
· Eligible: The term used for students who continue to meet Tennessee Promise requirements and utilize the scholarship for their tuition.
· Higher Education Institution: A school that teaches students beyond a high school education level. This includes community colleges, technical schools and universities.



fulfillment of the requirements for graduation from the UniveBINTRODUCTIONackground
	In recent years, “free college” in the United States has become both a popular and controversial topic of debate. Discussion concerning free post-secondary education erupted shortly after President Barack Obama proposed America's College Promise Act in 2015, which would allow high school seniors to attend two years of community college or a college of applied technology tuition-free after graduation. Part of Obama's initiative is to provide students with the opportunity to earn the first half of their bachelor's degree and save each student about $3,800 per year on college tuition. In addition to saving on tuition funds, America's College Promise is geared toward helping students to become employed by obtaining degrees or earning technical training certificates. While the intentions of this program could potentially result in ahave a  significantly beneficial beneficial impact on students, employers, and communities, not everyone agrees that free college will create positive change.
	A survey taken by the Pew Research Center in 2015 showed that public opinion on free college is about a 50/50 split in the United States; nevertheless, 75 percent of Americans agree that college is unaffordable for most people. Outside of the United States, select countries like Germany not only offer two-year college educations for free, but four-year educations as well (Strasser). The American public is generally unaware that Chicago, New Jersey, and Oregon already have implemented free post-secondary education programs, with Tennessee being the state leading this movement (America’s College Promise). In fact, America's College Promise has been modeled on Gov. Bill Haslam's Tennessee Promise scholarship program, which has slowly been expanding since 2008 (City of Knoxville). As the debate over America's College Promise continues, the Tennessee  Promise program has successfully given students across Tennessee the opportunity to attend community college tuition-free for years and continues to do so.


CHAPTER I: LITERATURE REVIEW
The Creation and Evolution of Tennessee Promise
	Tennessee Promise was officially passed into state law by Governor Bill Haslam in 2014, but a privately funded, non-profit program called “tnAchieves” had already been helping high school students attend community college tuition-free for almost six years. tnAchieves, originally known as Knox Achieves, was created in 2008 by Economic and Community Development Commissioner, Randy Boyd, Knox County Mayor, Mike Ragsdale, and a coalition of Knoxville business men and women (City of Knoxville)Scott). During the year of its inception, Knox Achieves raised the required funds to send 286 high school students from the Knoxville, Tennessee area to community college without having to pay the cost of tuition. As Knox Achieves received an increase in privately donated funds from local businesses, the non-profit was able to expand to 27 counties, and by 2014 had sent 14,356 students to community colleges or colleges of applied technology. After establishing the monetary stability to assist students in multiple counties throughout the state, Knox Achieves became known as tnAchieves before being molded into Tennessee Promise in 2015 (Sterling). 	Comment by Christine: What style are you using? If you are using APA, you need the date.	Comment by Amanda Freuler: I was using MLA if that’s okay
	Once Haslam passed Tennessee Promise into law, the money that would send students to community colleges was no longer donated from local businesses seeking to create a more educated work force. Instead, Haslam allocated a portion of Tennessee lottery profits to be used for Tennessee Promise, allowing the program to assist high school seniors state-wide attend two years of a higher education institution tuition-free. While tnAchieves only offered students assistance to attend community college and technical schools, Tennessee Promise now includes various four-year institutions that offer two-year programs as well (Sterling). In addition to  tuition assistance, Tennessee Promise carried over a GPA requirement, community service requirement, minimum 12-hour course load requirement, as well as a support system of mentors to guide students through their first two years of college from the original tnAchieves program (“I Am CurrentlyI Am Currently”). Tennessee Promise students are also required to fill out the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) each year to remain eligible for the last-dollar scholarship. The only requirement to apply for the scholarship, however, is being a recent high school graduate. According to statistics collected from tnAchieves, 65 percent of applicants are first-generation college students, and 70 percent are from low income families. Around the time Haslam passed Tennessee Promise into law, tnAchieves had contributed to a 10 percent increase in higher education enrollment in Tennessee through community colleges and technical schools (Sterling).
America’s College Promise
	A year after Haslam passed Tennessee Promise, President Obama revealed his plan to make community college and colleges of applied technology tuition-free nation-wide on January 9, 2015. Obama’s version of this initiative was entitled America’s College Promise, and is partially modeled on the original tnAchieves program (Taylor).
	Despite community colleges receiving recent attention, students have been considering community colleges as an economically realistic option for the past two decades. In 1996, The Philadelphia Inquirer spoke to students who offered personal justification for choosing to begin the first two years of their higher education at a community college. The primary argument against attending a four-year university immediately after high school was, of course, the cost. While the purpose of America’s College Promise is for “students [to] earn the first half of a bachelor’s degree and earn skills needed in the workforce at no cost,” students in the 90s were attempting to come as close as they could to the same financial goal (Office of the Press Secretary). When this article was written, journalist Larry King explained, “Students can save close to half the cost of a baccalaureate degree (a potential savings of more than $50,000) by commuting two years to a community college and then transferring to a four-year school” (King). Moreover, King pointed out that during the time of his interviews students viewed community college as their only chance at an education past high school. The next decade would prove that this increasing trend in community college enrollment was not disappearing. 
	By 2009, one year after Knox Achieves was formed, The Washington Post published a story about “recession-wary students” who were “flocking to selective two-year programs” (de Vise). This article specifically discusses a student who performed extremely well in high school and got accepted into their choice of four-year universities, but still chose the cost-efficient community college route. Despite having the opportunity to attend a prestigious private school, the student featured in this article enrolled in an honors track at her local community college. According to the author, this student was not an unusual case. In fact, honors program enrollment at community colleges was increasing more than overall community college enrollment. Still, community college 
enrollment “surged by about 10 percent…in the Washington region, as students of various age groups and socioeconomic levels sought affordable higher education” (de Vise). 
	Recognizing the growth of community college attendance, President Obama held the first White House Summit on Community Colleges in 2010 where he announced his goal “to graduate an additional 5 million community college students by 2020” (Johnson). Initially, Obama aimed to reach this objective through the $35 million Completion by Design program funded by Bill and Melinda Gates, which would financially assist community colleges in nine different states for five years. Additionally, Obama guaranteed $1 million donations through the Aspen Prize for Community College Excellence for top community colleges in the country. During the summit, Obama justified his support for community colleges with the growing job market stating, "In the coming years, jobs requiring at least an associate's degree are going to grow twice as fast as jobs that don't require college” (Johnson). Moreover, Obama stressed the importance of forming partnerships between employers and community colleges. While tuition-free community college was not yet mentioned during this summit, Johnson explains that the Obama administration had been increasing student funding since 2009 through The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, which expanded federal Pell Grant funds, workforce training programs, and financial assistance for community college work-study programs (Johnson).
	Today, America’s College Promise contends to achieve the same objectives that Obama pursued six years ago at the White House Summit. In an attempt to strengthen the future American working class, Obama is proposing “a new partnership with states to help them waive tuition in high-quality programs for responsible students, while promoting key reforms to help more students complete at least two years of college” (“FACT SHEET”Office of the Press Secretary). Throughout his proposal, Obama emphasizes that the initiative is for “responsible students” who will have to maintain a 2.5 GPA in order to remain eligible for this tuition-free opportunity. While the proposal mentions that three-quarters of the tuition money will come from federal funds, with states expected to pay the difference, the document does not mention where the federal funds will be appropriated from. Overall, Obama suggested that America’s College Promise “will require everyone to do their part: community colleges must strengthen their programs and increase the number of students who graduate, states must invest more in higher education and training, and students must take responsibility for their education, earn good grades, and stay on track to graduate” (“FACT SHEET”). (Office of the Press Secretary).
America’s College Promise v. Tennessee Promise
	Obama’s announcement of his America's College Promise proposal has resulted in an outcry of questions, and a demand for answers, from the general public. After all, is it economically and realistically feasible to provide students with two free years of community college? And, why should free post-secondary education be provided to students after high school? Without being aware of the Tennessee Promise scholarship program, people do not realize that many of these questions can be answered by studying the effects and results that this scholarship program has had on the lives of students so far. 
Even though Tennessee Promise and America’s College Promise are not identical, their frameworks and guidelines remain similar. Obama’s proposal suggests the basis for America’s College Promise “is inspired by new programs in Tennessee and Chicago” (Office of the Press Secretary). To start, Tennessee Promise and America’s College Promise strive toward offering complete tuition assistance for students attending community colleges, as well as technical schools. Beyond that, both programs require students to earn specific grade point averages and enroll in a certain course load in order to continue receiving funds. Grade point average expectations and minimum course requirements differ between the two programs, but they each attempt to attain equivalent results: a better educated workforce and an increase in college enrollment.
More specifically, in Tennessee, additional emphasis is placed casted on guiding students through both the tuition-free program and college admissions process with volunteer mentors. Currently, America’s College Promise Act does not include any mentorship or student guidance program that students would be required to participate in, unlike the requirements of the Tennessee Promise program. However, Obama’s proposal does stress building on pre-existing state programs, such as tnAchieves, to ensure higher education institution enrollment and retention continues to increase (Office of the Press Secretary). Mentorship programs could be implemented, either optionally or legally, state by state if America’s College Promise Act is passed into law. 	Comment by Christine: This word made me stop. Placed? I don’t know…now I am being picky. ;)
In regard to funding the programs, each one suggests some type of reliance on state assistance. Tennessee Promise relies on state lottery revenue to supplement students with tuition costs, but America’s College Promise does not specify how other states would be required to supply their one-fourth of funding; nor does Obama’s proposal explain where the federal funds would be extracted from. Considering the ambiguity concerning where funds for America’s College Promise would come from, people such as Tennessee Senator Lamar Alexander have expressed criticism towards the nation-wide plan. According to Alexander, “The right way to expand Tennessee Promise nationally is for other states to do for themselves what Tennessee has done” (“Alexander Statement”). Alexander said he would prefer the federal government reduce FAFSA paperwork and pay for more Pell Grants while states use the same strategies as Tennessee to supply tuition-free community college (“Alexander Statement”).
Despite differences in funding methods, the Tennessee Promise and America’s College Promise both strive to improve economic conditions with a competitive job market. Through offering tuition-free community college and technical school educations, these programs relieve students of the financial burden that prevents people from furthering their education. As a result, once Americans gain higher educations they have increased opportunities to enter the job market, and will therefore keep the United States competitive on a global scale. By studying the successes and struggles students face during the Tennessee Promise process, this study will help gauge the potential effects that America’s College Promise could have on the lives of student participants if states are encouraged to emulate Tennessee’s program.
Is Free Really Free? The Financial and Educational Costs of Free College
	Through Tennessee Promise, Governor Haslam is offering Tennessee high school seniors the opportunity to receive two years of a tuition-free community college or college of applied technology education. Students are not guaranteed to receive Tennessee Promise funds because it is considered a “last-dollar” scholarship. As a last-dollar scholarship, students are required to first apply for federal student aid through the FAFSA, as well as Tennessee HOPE scholarship money, and other state assistance. Once applying for and utilizing those funds, Tennessee Promise pays for tuition and student fee costs that are left over for the student. If students receive enough federal and state money to pay for their tuition, they will not receive any more financial assistance from Tennessee Promise (“About”). Also, if students fail to fill out FAFSA paperwork by the Tennessee Promise deadline, they are no longer eligible to receive Tennessee Promise assistance. Tennessee Promise does not cover the costs of books, room and board, gas, or any other school cost that may arise in addition to tuition and class fees. 
	Financially speaking, Tennessee Promise paid an average of $1,120 per eligible student in 2015 after additional state and federal funds were applied to tuition costs. The program has faced criticism, however, for taking money from other lottery-funded scholarships. Tennessee Congressman Steve Cohen said in a press release from 2015, “Tennessee Promise takes $500 per year from college students who worked hard in high school to earn the Tennessee HOPE Lottery Scholarship to attend a four-year college or community college” (“Cohen Statement”). Cohen further criticizes Tennessee Promise for not supplying financial assistance for additional college costs, such as books and school supplies, and allowing “wealthier and less-accomplished students” take advantage of the scholarship as well (“Cohen Statement”). While a more financially stable student who may not have made sufficientthe grades in high school to attend a four-year university would be able to use Tennessee Promise, the demographic statistics mentioned earlier prove that Tennessee Promise is primarily used by low-income and first-generation college students.
	As far as academic costs are concerned, a study noted in The Philadelphia Inquirer revealed that students are not necessarily receiving a lower-quality education by attending community colleges at a low cost. The study was conducted by Pennsylvania State University and the University of Illinois at Chicago where researchers discovered that students at four-year universities do not learn at a faster rate than community college students. Researchers came to this conclusion after comparing the reading comprehension, math, and critical thinking skills of first-year students from 16 states and a combination of universities, private liberal arts colleges, and community colleges. The same group of students were then tested in these academic areas and compared again the following year. In fact, in this study there were no negative impacts found on the pace that community college students learn when compared to the pace that students learn while receiving university educations. Another study done by the University of Michigan found that community college transfer students at four-year universities had the same graduation rates as students who had attended the university for four years (King). 
The author pointed out that one disadvantage for students attending community college is that their school probably will not offer the same amount of extracurricular activities as a university or equivalent sports programs. Additionally, King explained that some students fear the possibility of not successfully transferring credits from a community college to a four-year school, which could delay their higher educational path. One solution for this concern, known as “articulation agreements,” has emerged between community colleges and four-year universities in the past decade. Articulation agreements allow community colleges to coordinate their degree requirements with degree requirements at four-year universities for a smoother transferring process. Lee Grugel, Chancellor of the University of Wisconsin Centers, argued "If a kid really wants to get away from home, community college is looked down upon. But if what they want is quality education, personal attention and affordability, then it makes a lot of sense" (King).	Comment by Amanda Freuler: Reword. Maybe list types of activities mentioned in the study


Criticisms of Tennessee Promise
During an investigation on the effects that the Tennessee Promise scholarship has on students and the community, reporter for The Tennessean Adam Tamburin also came across criticism regarding part of the scholarship's application process from Tennessee Senator Lamar Alexander. According to Tamburin’s work, Alexander believes that the Free Application for Federal Student Aid deters students from applying for the Tennessee Promise scholarship because of the application’s complexity and length. Alexander refers to the FAFSA as the "single barrier" for first-generation college students in Tennessee trying to take advantage of two tuition-free years of community college. To improve the application process, Alexander has proposed a bill that would reduce the FAFSA to two much-less-complicated questions. In this article, From Tamburin's report on Alexander attempting to simplify the FAFSA, it is clear that this paperwork is an issue with the Tennessee Promise scholarship application process that affects students trying to participate. Alexander expressesfeels that the without future revisions, the complexity andcomplexity and daunting length of the FAFSA will cause fewer first-generation college students to apply successfully for the Tennessee Promise scholarship, and ultimately lose their chance at a college education ("Alexander: FAFSA a 'barrier'”).
In addition to frustration with the FAFSA, Tennessee Promise receives disapproval from some people for being a last- dollar scholarship, while Obama’s America’s College Promise would give students the financial assistance regardless of how much other financial aid they receive. As mentioned, Rep. Steve Cohen disagrees with how funds are distributed to students through Tennessee Promise, and supports Obama’s scholarship plan. Cohen argues, “The federal program would allow for students to receive more than the cost of tuition to help cover those extra costs of attending college” (Cohen Statement)Plus Media Solutions). He also supports Obama’s tuition-free community college initiative because the funds for America’s College Promise would not be taken from pre-existing federal scholarships and aid programs (Cohen StatementPlus Media Solutions). In juxtaposition to Tennessee Promise, Obama has not specified where the funds for his program would come from.
The Impact in Tennessee
	Since the creation of tnAchieves through the evolution of Tennessee Promise, 140,000 high school seniors in Tennessee have attended community college or a technical school tuition-free (Sterling). In 2015 Last year, almost 60,000 students applied for Tennessee Promise and 15,830 students remained eligible to use the scholarship to enroll in classes the following fall. As a result of the Tennessee Promise FAFSA requirement, Tennessee now sustains 40 percent of FAFSA completion in the country; which is more than any other state (“Nearly 60,000 High School Seniors”). Furthermore, due to Tennessee Promise’s eight -hour community service requirement per semester, 32, 208 tnAchieves/Promise students have given 344, 477 hours’ worth of community service back to Tennessee communities (Sterling).
American Opinion on Free College
	As college costs have exponentially risen in recent decades, the Pew Research Center conducted a study in 2011 to analyze if people think the costs associated with college are worth the results. TA large part of this study primarily involved polling United States citizens to gauge how they feel about varied aspects of college such as, the expenses, their overall experience, and the effects on students’ careers and lives past graduation. The Pew Research Center also asked the public how they think college tuition should be paid for, and where the funds for college tuition should come from. Results of the study found that 55 percent of Americans believe that paying for college should be the responsibility of the student and their families. On the other hand, 62 percent of the general public told Pew that they would support an increase in federal government spending on education this year. This option was most popular among people between the ages of 18 and 30. From this age group, 46 percent of people said that the government should pay the largest sum of their tuition, while only 20 percent of people 50 and older agreed with this statement. According to Pew, a third of students who do not end up graduating with a degree after attending a four-year college or university tried paying for school themselves. Despite varying public opinions on how college should be paid for, the study also showed that 86 percent of college graduates believe that college was a valuable investment. Through this study, it was proven that the rising cost of college tuition is an issue of concern for Americans, and it has led to many debates and discussions about how this problem should be solved. While the overwhelming majority agreed that college is a beneficial experience in one's life, people have conflicting feelings on who should be responsible for the financial burden. 	Comment by Amanda Freuler: Double Underline? Maybe say between the ages of ___ and 30?
Hypothesis
	Beyond research, interviewing past and present tnAchieves and Tennessee Promise scholars will reveal how this scholarship has affected the lives of students in East Tennessee, and how Obama’s initiative could potentially impact students nation-wide. For this study, oOne hypothesis is suggests that students who have participated in tnAchieves in the last six years could have undergone positive changes in their lives academically and financially; specifically, first generation college students. There is an expectation, however, that students could express negative experiences regarding the FAFSA. By relying on first-person accounts rather than solely previously published research material, this research may develop the first in-depth collection of tnAchieves participant opinion, as well as gatherreceiving honest, unfiltered reactions from students on most components of tnAchieves. The goal of this study is to create Hopefully this research will create a clearer picture of where students in a lower-to middle-class area of East Tennessee would have been and will be with, or without, thee scholarship. In summation, this qualitative research may provide suggestions on how Tennessee’s tuition-free program could be more effective for more students across the state, and eventually across the nation.	Comment by Christine: Maybe “one suggestion” and then tell them who suggested it.	Comment by Christine: Here you want to be very formal in stating your hypothesis. You want to write something like, “The goal of this study is to create…”


CHAPTER II: METHODOLOGY
To better understand how attending community college tuition-free for two years impacts the lives of students after high school, this research involved interviewing 10 student participants who have been involved with either the tnAchieves or Tennessee Promise scholarship programs. Students were interviewed both over the phone and in-person for or at least one hour but no longer than 90 minutes, lengths of time between one hour long and 90 minutes long, with the conversations recorded for accuracy. Each person interviewed was 18 years of age or older and was chosen to participate using purposive sampling and snowball sampling. The purposive sampling method was used to ensure this study consisted of well-rounded research with variedskewed input and experiences. There were no experimental groups or manipulations involved in this research, and the students’ identities have been kept anonymous, only being identified by their tnAchieves/Tennessee Promise graduating class and student generational status. By interviewing students in different stages of college who have had diverse varied experiences with both stages of tuition-free college in Tennessee, this study offers a fuller understanding of how scholarships and programs like this one impact students post-high school graduation, and post-community college graduation.
Resources	Comment by Amanda Freuler: I wasn’t sure if this section is still needed in the thesis	Comment by Christine: This section can be part of the methods section without a new heading. It’s good.
The goal of this project was to interview students who have been involved at different levels of the Tennessee Promise scholarship and research, whether they found their experience with the program beneficial or not. Beyond current scholars, this study includes students who were either successful, or unsuccessful, in completing the program and the requirements to remain eligible. Qualitative and quantitative research was chosen for this research because the necessary information for this study is based on the judgement and the opinions of student participantsinterviewees. According to McCusker and Gunaydin, “if the aim is to understand how a community or individuals within it perceive a particular issue, then qualitative methods are often appropriate” (537McCusker). 
Participants
The participants included in this study ranged from 18 to 22 years of age with three being male and seven being female. Each person was at one point in time either a tnAchieves or Tennessee Promise scholar between the years of 2012 and 2016. All participants were from the geographic area of East Tennessee because this is the region of the state that tnAchieves originated in, and the only region with past scholars. While not demographically diverse,Nine out of 10 students in this study were Caucasian and one student was Hispanic. While lacking an ethnically diverse sample, comparing the different experiences of tuition-free community college from past and present students in East Tennessee provided this study consistent data to analyze the growth and impact this program has had on students over time. 


CHATPER III: RESULTS
From interviewing a sample size of 10 tnAchieves and Tennessee Promise students including four past scholars, five current scholars, and two students who became ineligible, seven comparable themes about the free community college experience emerged. In this group of participants, seven were considered first-generation college students and three were classified as second-generation college students. Both Tennessee Promise students who became ineligible, meaning neither received tuition assistance through this scholarship after applying, were first-generation college students.	Comment by Christine: Delete comparable

Theme 1: High school students feel societal pressures to continue their education
	In this study, all but one participant said that they always knew they would attend college immediately after high school. More often than not, students expressed never having a plan besides college because receiving a higher education was expected of them from personal influencers including parents, teachers, friends, and coworkers. The pressure students felt from predominant people in their lives to continue their education was typically intertwined with the looming fear of not obtaining a job outside of minimum wage work. One incoming community college freshman from the Tennessee Promise class of 2016 explained why they never considered post-high school options other than college. She revealed, . “Everyone made it sound like you had to go to college at some point so that’s the only reason why I always thought I would.” 
“Everyone made it sound like you had to go to college at some point so that’s the only reason why I always thought I would.”
In reference to “everyone,” this student emphasized her co-workers as primary persuaders to utilize the Tennessee Promise scholarship. Three other participants specifically said their parents were the driving force behind their college education, and two of those students had parents with college degrees themselves. When asked if they always knew they would have the chance to go to college after high school one first generation student from the tnAchieves class of 2012 replied, “Yeah, my parents didn’t ever let me think otherwise. There wasn’t ever a plan B. It was just ‘you’re going go to college after high school.’”
A second-generation student who was interviewed discussed why her parents encouraged her to receive a college education: “My parents both went to college and they both have bachelor’s degrees so it was kind of just, not pushed upon me, but they would talk a lot about college making getting a job easier.”
Another second-generation student was influenced by both her family and the reality of her future without a college degree as reasons to pursue an associate’s degree. 
“Not a lot of people in my family went to college and I kind of just thought of myself as wanting to have it more together, so it was always the goal. I always thought, what else am I going to do? I don’t want to get a job in retail or something. I want to have real career one day, and this just seemed like the way to do it.”
An incoming Tennessee Promise college freshman said their reason for accepting the higher education pathway was “it seems like the normal thing to do after high school.”
Theme 2: Students have no definitive plans to pay for college without Tennessee Promise
	Even though almost all the students interviewed for this study said they assumed they were going to college after high school, all ten of them were unsure of how they would afford to do so. Five out of the ten participants planned to rely on scholarships, from both higher education institutions and the HOPE, while supplementing the rest of their college expenses with student loans. A majority of the ten students did not apply for any other higher institution scholarships once discovering tnAchieves or Tennessee /Promise, but those who did apply for other scholarships did not have significant success. A second-generation college student who utilized tnAchieves funds in 2013 explained her frustrations with the expectation of receiving outside scholarships to pay for college.
“I feel like people made it out to be a bigger deal about how your grades impact your scholarships, when really it’s more about sports and having a ridiculously high ACT score. So I honestly thought I’d be able to go to [a four-year institution] for super cheap, but it doesn’t end up like that.”
When a first-generation, 2012 tnAchieves student was asked how they thought they would initially pay for community college she replied, “through the HOPE scholarship and doing a work study, that was the only way I knew.”
 Three students out of the ten students said they hoped their main source of college funds would be supplied from federal financial assistance, such as the FAFSA and Pell Grant. This was part of the financial plan a Tennessee Promise 2016 student had for continuing her education in addition to working. As a first-generation college student, she explained that she didn’t realize the steep costs of a higher education until she toured a state university. . 
“Whenever I was touring [the school], they gave me the paper and 
they’re like this is your tuition, this is how much dorms are and meal plans and books … I didn’t realize maybe I needed time to save up money because it just all kind of happened.”
	Two students, one a first-generation and one a second-generation, had no plans to pay for their post-secondary education. The first generation student without any higher education financial plans did not expect to attend college after high school until he found out about tnAchieves. Only one student (second generation) out of all ten interviewed mentioned a parent-funded college savings account that would be used towards their college education.
Theme 3: First-generation college students are less likely to further their education without financial aid
	
		Despite the insufficient financial planning, almost all of these tnAchieves or Tennessee Promise students faced, half of them believed they would still attend a higher education institution. From the five who would have attended college with or without Tennessee Promise funds, three were second-generation students, while two were first generation. Students whose goal was always to attend college immediately following high school opted for Tennessee Promise as the cheaper alternative to a four-year institution. One second-generation student from the tnAchieves class of 2014 explained how the scholarship impacted her life and financial situation: “If I didn’t have tnAchieves, I probably would’ve gone to [the university] first, which would have made me more in debt.”
Another second-generation student said she chose to accept this scholarship with her parents’ finances in mind. “I think it was a good idea to do considering I am going to a really expensive school. It helped settle those costs so now instead of having to pay for 4 years…we don’t have to spend that much.”
One first-generation student from the tnAchieves class of 2014 was not concerned about the cost of college before or after discovering the opportunity to attend community college tuition-free for two years: “I was never really worried about not being able to go to college. I figured we’d have enough money for that, or at least two years of it. Ever since I heard of tnAchieves, I was definitely planning on going to [community college].”
	In juxtaposition, one second-generation and two first-generation students said they were not sure if they would have gone to college immediately after high school without Tennessee Promise, and two first-generation students said they definitely would not have continued their education. One first-generation student from the tnAchieves class of 2014 had no intentions of furthering his education past high school until he applied for tnAchieves.
“Originally, I was leaning more towards a factory job when I [graduated], if I could find anything. Other than that, there really wasn’t much else. I really don’t want to end up in a factory for the rest of my life. I’d rather do something I actually enjoy doing, and actually be able to make some decent money off of.”
Once discovering tnAchieves and applying for the FAFSA as a tnAchieves requirement, this student realized he could have gone to college all along: “Basically I had tnAchieves as a backup plan because the Pell Grant and the Hope covered everyanything. So if I fell through with that stuff I would have still been able to go.”
Another first-generation incoming freshman said that, without receiving Tennessee Promise “I probably would have taken a year off to save money and then go on to community college after saving as much as I can.”
Overall, four out of the seven first-generation students in this study were unsure of their future if Tennessee Promise had not been offered to them. Meanwhile, two out of the three second-generation students included were college-bound with or without attending two tuition-free years of community college first.
Theme 4: The FAFSA is not student-friendly and remains barrier for most first-generation students
	Providing support for Senator Lamar Alexander’s criticisms of the FAFSA, not one student who participated in this study filed his or her FAFSA without parental assistance while participating in the tnAchieves or Tennessee /Promise programs. Four students believed they probably could file the FAFSA on their own, but they would need their parent’s tax information first. Two students said the FAFSA was the most difficult requirement tnAchieves has for students, and one student lost the scholarship after struggling with the verification process. A first-generation Hispanic student from the Tennessee Promise class of 2016 had no choice but to figure out a way to file the application for federal aid without her parents’ help. She said, “
“You have to do it exactly right and it took me a lot of time to get it right and eventually I just ended up hiring someone to do it for me. Because my parents don’t know much English they didn’t know what the FAFSA was. I was kind of on my own so I hired someone.” 
	Before hiring someone to assist her, this first-generation student went to her high school guidance counselor for help. The counselor told her to speak to her tnAchieves mentor, who did not prove to be a sufficient resource regarding the FAFSA either. Another first generation college student from the class of 2014 became ineligible to receive Tennessee Achieves funds after failing to successfully complete FAFSA verification. This student particularly blamed her intended community college for belaboring the process:
“They had all my financial stuff wrong. I think they said that my mom was making millions of dollars a year, and my mom was like ‘uh, no. I’m a single mom. That definitely doesn’t happen.’ They told her that she never turned in the income verification worksheet and she did it like three or four times, and the [community college] just kept losing it. Then it was getting close to the tnAchieves deadline and she spoke to several people who worked there, and my mentor told me to let them know what was going on. Basically all of my [paperwork] got lost. When I went to the [community college] they were like ‘none of this is showing up. We have no proof that you’ve been doing all of this.’ And it was just really confusing.”
	After failing to receive assistance from her high school and tnAchieves, the student was notified by her intended community college that she would need to submit her verification paperwork to them a week before school began. When being confronted with this news, the student decided she would not have time to re-submit her FAFSA verification paperwork before school started and chose to take a year off. During that time, she worked two jobs before later applying to, and attending, a four-year college. 
“It seemed like they didn’t care if I went to college or not, and that didn’t make sense to me because it seems like their whole point is to send people to college and help them. And I wasn’t getting any of that,” the 2014 student commented on her FAFSA experience while participating in tnAchieves.
Theme 5: Mentorship program in TN does not adequately assist students, students were unengaged 
	During the time that each of these tnAchieves or Tennessee Promise students were eligible with the program, six students had consistent mentors, while four students lost their mentor mid-way in the college process or never had one to begin with. Three of the students who lost their mentor during the program’s duration were second generation and one was a first generation student. A second-generation student from the tnAchieves class of 2013 said her mentor “only went to the meeting and whenever we tried to contact her after that she never responded, and just kind of went away.”
Another tnAchieves student from the class of 2014, who lost her mentor, had very little slight memory of their interactions. This student explained, “She talked to me a little bit in high school when we had all those meetings, but after that I never heard from her again. I don’t even know her name to be honest.”
Even though one first-generation student from the tnAchieves class of 2012 never met or communicated with her mentor, she preferred not to work with one. When asked if she contacted tnAchieves about receiving a new mentor, the student responded: “No, because I relied on my parents and talked to them. They gave me good advice. And honestly I trust my parents over a stranger so I mainly went to my mom and my dad.”
	A fourth student from the class of 2013 who lost her mentor, was given another one shortly after. Unfortunately, though, she still did not form a helpful relationship with her new mentor.
“I went to my very first meeting, and [my mentor] was this woman who was pregnant and then the next meeting she wasn’t there. She just never came back. I don’t know, maybe she had her baby. So we were thrown in this group with this guy who texted us a couple times about the next deadlines, but we didn’t talk to him very much.”
	Meanwhile, four out of the six students who worked with consistent mentors while they were enrolled with Tennessee Promise or tnAchieves said they found their mentor helpful; yet the other two students felt they did not need substantial, if any, mentor involvement. One first-generation tnAchieves student from the class of 2014 discussed how he chose to stop communication with his mentor: 

“I just ignored him. I mean he started talking to me and I emailed him back a couple times, but then he started talking about meeting up and talking about stuff and I just really didn’t want to. I just had a pretty good understanding of it, so once I got started, I didn’t need any help with it.”
A second-generation student from the class of 2016 explained that his mentor communicated with him, but the student only hoped to use his mentor for reminders: “I don’t want them to be too involved, but I would like that push.”
	The four students with consistent mentors found the amount of communication and their mentor-student relationships beneficial as they experienced college for the first time. When asked about his mentor experience, a first-generation student from the class of 2014 said: “He’d always send us updates whenever something was coming up, or a meeting or anything. So he was really good for us. Anything we had a question on we could just ask him and we’d get an answer.”
	A first-generation student from the class of 2016 hoped her mentor would continue to offer her guidance through her first year of college: “I would like her to keep helping me if she can just until I get used to it and can start doing it on my own. I don’t always need to hear from her, but just when I need to turn in something important.” Any reminders or anything.”
	Moreover, two first-generation students with consistent mentors found their mentors kind and willing to help, but they could not offer these students adequate assistance when they ran into difficulties with filing the FAFSA and the FAFSA verification process. After being notified that she was selected for verification, a student from the class of 2014 described her mentor’s role in this situation as unhelpful:
“I feel like the person who was my mentor was really nice, but I don’t feel like they really understood what was going on. Every time I would ask them they were like ‘oh let me talk to this person, they would know,’ and they didn’t really get back to me. It was just a lot of ‘please help me, I want to go to school,’ and nobody would get back to me. And I didn’t know what to do, and my mom didn’t know what to do.”
While the student said her mentor maintained frequent communication and sent deadline reminders, in this specific situation she explained, “I think he just didn’t know what he could do…he was trying, but I don’t think that he was the best at his job.”
Additionally, the first-generation student from the Tennessee Promise class of 2016 who sought professional financial help when filing the FAFSA said her mentor was “kind of helpful,” but could not guide the student with her family’s personal financial information in order to complete the application for federal aid. 
After graduating community college with tnAchieves, one student from the class of 2013 decided to become a mentor herself in order to improve the mentor experience for other students; however, she realized her assigned students did not need her assistance to get through the program. 
“I had a few girls who were my mentees and their moms just had it super together and they didn’t really need anything from me. So I would send them text or email reminders to them about meetings or deadlines, but I never really talked to them very much.”
	Both this student who experienced being a mentor and the student who ended communication with his mentor felt that the mentoring aspect of the tnAchieves /Tennessee Promise program should be optional for students to participate in. The student mentor acknowledged that having a mentor to work with would be helpful for “people who maybe their family is not involved at all and they need some guidance,” but she also pointed out “I don’t think it’s necessary for others.”
	Two of the students involved with this study who lost their mentors said they thought having a mentor would have benefitted them during their time in community college. Three other students said they relied primarily on Tennessee Promise employees when they needed guidance rather than their mentors.

Theme 6: Students receive competitive educations from community college
	SixSix students who participated in this study attended community college, while five of the six completed an associate’s degree and transferred to a four-year college or university. From all six students who were in enrolled at a community college with tnAchieves/Promise, two thought that community college classes were more difficult than they expected and four (including the student who did not complete an associate’s degree) said the community college experience was what they had expected before attending.
	A second-generation student from the class of 2013 admitted that she had misconceptions about the difficulty level of community college before experiencing classes. “I had a 4.0 GPA and thought that I was extremely smart and then went to community college and realized that it’s just as hard as a regular college.”
	In the tnAchieves class of 2012, a first-generation student thought community college would be simple, but said that “at one point I didn’t take it seriously enough and I ended up flunking the math class and losing the HOPE.”
	The four students who felt community college was what they had expected commented on both the difficulty of classes and the environment overall. Two students said community college was “not very different from high school,” and another student said she knew what to expect from class sizes because she toured her community college before attending.
	Three of the five students who received an associate’s degree and transferred to a four-year school had already taken at least a year of courses at the university level during the time of their interviews and were able to compare their college experiences. Only one of these students expressed finding her university courses more difficult, with the reason being “it wasn’t that the basic classes are really much more difficult, but it was a difference in the fact that I gone from doing all of my [general education courses] at a community college for the first two years to jumping into only major classes all at the same time. So it was just a completely different feel because it was all hard classes at once.” Nevertheless, this student said she felt prepared for these advanced-level courses after attending community college. 
	Another transfer student expressed that she transitioned into university courses smoothly; however, she struggled with acclimating to required resources at her new school, such as the university website, and adjusting to the price difference in tuition. In reference to the difference in education at her community college she said, “I think the quality of education is just as good as I have received at [the university]. I wouldn’t have done as well if I transferred straight from high school into [the university].”
	Moreover, three student participants were from the Tennessee Promise class of 2016 and had not yet experienced a community college education. They each believed community college would be an adjustment from classes on a high school level. One student said, “I definitely have expectations of putting a lot more work and effort into getting things done.”
Theme 7: Tennessee Achieves/Promise is a positive experience for most students 
	Overall, eight of the 10 students who participated in this study expressed mostly positive feelings towards the tnAchieves or Tennessee Promise scholarship that they received, as well as their decision to attend community college after high school. 


Some of the advantages students specifically mentioned included:
· Graduating with a degree debt-free
· Entering the workforce after earning an associate’s degree
· Relationships created while at community college
· Required community service
· Deadline reminders
· Accessible, kind, helpful tnAchieves employees

Two students felt that their time involved in Tennessee’s tuition-free scholarship program was fruitless. One student expressed this opinion after realizing her tuition was already being covered by federal aid and she spent two years completing tnAchieves requirements without needing the program’s financial assistance. The second student who regretted participating in tnAchieves was dropped from the program due to incomplete FAFSA verification.


Some negative effects of Tennessee’s tuition-free college initiative mentioned by students were:
· Student felt rushed into attending college after high school
· tnAchieves/Promise does not cover cost of books
· FAFSA/FAFSA verification can create complications


















CHAPTER IV: 


DISCUSSION
	Following this study, it is apparentThe results of this study suggest that tuition-free higher education is creating change and opportunities for students in Tennessee; however, no program is perfect, and no two students share identical experiences. Because America’s College Promise is being partially modeled after the Tennessee Promise program, students across the nation could have successes and failures in the future that resemble those of the students included in this study. Currently, America’s College Promise differs from Tennessee Promise in that the national tuition-free initiative does not yet specify where the funds would be allocated from to pay for community college tuition, nor does it include a partnering mentorship program. If America’s College Promise remains on the political agenda and progresses towards implementation, it is possible that states will begin to emulate Tennessee’s tnAchieves program to guide students through the higher education process. While using Tennessee Promise and tnAchieves as a case study for how national tuition-free community college could operate, it is important to take note of changes, benefits and possible improvements that could be made in Tennessee before tuition-free community college expands on a nation-wide scale.	Comment by Christine: A bit more formality here. Something like “the results of this study suggest…”
	Based on the ten students included in this study, Tennessee Promise seemingly completes the state’s goal of “increasing the number of students that attend college” through last-dollar funding ("About."). At least half of the students involved in this study were unsure if they would have continued their education immediately after high school, or at all, until Tennessee Promise helped them realize it was financially feasible. For example, one first generation student from the class of 2014 said, “Originally, I was leaning more towards a factory job when I got out, if I could find anything. Other than that, there really wasn’t much else.” None of the students included in this study had definitive financial plans to pay for college except for the hope of receiving scholarships, but first generation students proved less likely to attend college without financial assistance. While two out of three second generation students said they would have gone to a higher education institution with or without Tennessee’s tuition-free program, over half of the first generation students said they were unsure what their plans would have been after high school. One first-generation student said, “I probably would have taken a year off to save money and then go on to community college after saving as much as I can.”
	Despite not having adequate financial plans to pay for college, all but one student felt pressured to attend college immediately after high school. Most students expressed feeling pressure from their parents, with one first-generation student explaining, “Yeah, my parents didn’t ever let me think otherwise. There wasn’t ever a plan B. It was just ‘you’re going go to college after high school.’” Other students felt pressure to pursue a higher education from co-workers and guidance counselors at their high schools. Due to a combination of societal pressures, one student from the class of 2016 said attending college “seems like the normal thing to do after high school.” The student responses in this study proved these students mostly intended to go to college after high school, but they were unsure how to do so financially, which is where the Tennessee Promise scholarship proves to be key. Especially assisting first-generation college students, who likely would not attend a higher education institution without financial aid, helps break down both barriers to higher educations, and also the first-generation student cycle. 
First-generation students who do not utilize Tennessee Promise are likely to work in lower-wage jobs after graduation and never receive an education past high school. Then, once they have children, the chances of their children going to college are less likely as well. Economically, this cycle is an issue because it increases the lower class to lower middle class populations and decreases the amount of people who can fill jobs that require college degrees. Overall, in this specific study, most of the students needed the tuition-free program to further their education past high school, while others used the scholarship to avoid significant student debt, supporting the hypothesis that this tuition-free scholarship is opening doors to better futures for high school students in Tennessee. 
While not included in this study, Tennessee Promise also funds students seeking to attend colleges of applied technology, which provides additional educational opportunities for students who may not enjoy the traditional classroom experience. Providing a tuition-free education motivates students to apply for the scholarship, but helping these students remain in the program long enough to attend college and then graduate with a degree creates hurdles that require continuous program revision. 
	An advantage of interviewing students from Tennessee’s tuition-free college program was being able to follow the evolution of the program and how student experiences are changing with it as well. The first three classes of students interviewed from 2012, 2013 and 2014 received their funds from tnAchieves, which was privately funded and included the mentorship program combined with the scholarship funds. When Tennessee Promise was passed into law in 2014, the programs became split, with tnAchieves managing student eligibility requirements and mentoring, and Tennessee Promise only being the lottery-funded scholarship. Student experiences with tnAchieves pre-law could differ from student experiences with Tennessee Promise post-law due to the requirements being written into legislation. Whereas students before 2015 could have been treated with more leniency and forgiveness for missing requirements, students after 2015 no longer have that luxury. Previous requirement flexibility was seen when a 2014 student said, “Originally it was my community service that didn’t get submitted on time, and that was mostly my fault. Other than that they worked with me and I was able to get it in a couple days late, but they still let me submit it.” This particular student was given a second chance to continue his college career with tnAchieves after missing a requirement, but current and future students will not be given second chances.   In addition to evolving from a privately funded program to a legal, state-governed organization, tuition-free college in Tennessee underwent changes regarding the FAFSA and mentorship during the year this study was conducted.
	In this study, another supported hypothesis was that One of the repeatedly objected aspects students experience complications and issues regardingof the tuition-free education experience by students was filing the FAFSA. As mentioned previously, Senator Lamar Alexander sees this federal aid application as the “single barrier” for first-generation college students, and in this study this proved true for two first-generation students. One of them said, “you have to do it exactly right and it took me a lot of time to get it right and eventually I just ended up hiring someone to do it for me.” If students who do not have parental assistance have to pay professionals to file the FAFSA, then it is not a realistic student resource and will ultimately prevent students from pursing educations past high school.
On the other hand, one student who participated in this study was not aware of the financial assistance available to him until he was required to file the FAFSA for Tennessee Promise, showing him that college was a possibility with or without the Tennessee Promise scholarship. This first-generation student explained, “I had tnAchieves as a backup plan because the Pell Grant and the Hope covered everything.” Without learning about tnAchieves and being required to file the FAFSA, this first generation student would have most likely taken a manual labor job after high school and missed his chance to utilize every financial aid opportunity available. Any college student in the nation who wants to apply to receive federal aid based on their family’s income and financial situation must fill out the FAFSA, making the process non-specific to Tennessee. However, the process becomes complicated when students who never would have considered college before being offered tuition-free community college, or students whose parents did not go through the college process, attempt to file this paperwork for the first time, and sometimes without assistance. One first-generation student described her mother’s struggle with the FAFSA verification process: “They told her that she never turned in the income verification worksheet and she did it like three or four times, and the [community college] just kept losing it.” After getting no further assistance from her high school or tnAchieves to solve this issue, the student decided to take a year off from school and became ineligible to receive the tnAchieves scholarship. As tnAchieves and Tennessee Promise show students that there are resources to get past the financial barriers 
of college, attempting to use this resource successfully proved to be a specific barrier to the Tennessee Promise scholarship in this study and the higher education pathway overall. 
Even though this Tennessee Promise requirement has cost some students their chance at a tuition-free education, improvements have been made to the FAFSA in the past year withwith hopes of alleviating difficulties associated with the process for parents and students in the future.  
Now, the FAFSA opens in October rather than January, and students’ families can file the application with tax information from two years prior rather than one (“Federal Student Aid”). There have been no changes made to the FAFSA yet regarding its length and complexity. In addition to the application itself being altered to assist students, Tennessee launched a campaign known as the “TN FAFSA Frenzy” on October 1, 2016 to “increase statewide FAFSA filing rates.” This would in turn help students remain eligible to receive Tennessee Promise (“TN FAFSA Frenzy”). Currently included in this campaign are FAFSA training webinars, as well as FAFSA workshops for students and parents at select community colleges and colleges of applied technology (“What Is FAFSA Frenzy?”). Despite students who continue to lose the Tennessee Promise scholarship due to the FAFSA, The Tennessean reported that Tennessee had the highest FAFSA filing rates in the nation in August, 2016, with 70 percent of high school seniors applying for federal aid ("Tennessee Tops Nation”). Whether more students in Tennessee find themselves successful with the FAFSA than those who are not, those who lose the scholarship could potentially be losing their one chance at education beyond high school.  The FAFSA already affects students nationwide, but with America’s College Promise it would affect, and alter the future of in one way or another, significantly more students.	
Additionally, students in this study called for reform with tnAchieves’ mentoring aspect of tuition-free community college, which is meant to successfully guide students into, and throughout, their higher education. Many For students who began the program with mentors, of the students in this study who began the tuition-free program with consistent mentors complained that their many of the mentors failed to continue communication once they  student entered college; which was one complaint regarding mentors found in this study.. One student explained that their mentor “only went to the meeting and whenever we tried to contact her after that she never responded, and just kind of went away.” All students could potentially benefit from a mentor relationship, but not having committed, knowledgeable mentors is problematic when trying to encourage first-generation students to attend college. First-generation students and their parents require more assistance getting through the college admissions and financial aid processes because neither the parent nor student has experienced college before. Second-generation students, however, have parents who better understand the process. An example of a first-generation student who struggled with the FAFSA in this study explained that she did not receive adequate assistance from her mentor with this issue. “I feel like the person who was my mentor was really nice, but I don’t feel like they really understood what was going on. Every time I would ask them they were like ‘oh let me talk to this person, they would know,’ and they didn’t really get back to me.” While this student’s mentor was committed, they were not helpful in getting the student past arguably the most difficult barrier to a higher education and failed to successfully help her attend college.
Moreover, once first-generation students are enrolled into their college courses, they may have college-related questions that their parents will not be able to answer. Student mentorship could be essential to tuition-free college, but without committed mentors this aspect of the program was seemingly inefficient with assisting students in this study while enrolled in a higher education institution.  Beginning with the class of 2016, tnAchieves has also made adjustments to their half of the tuition-free college program to improve mentor-student communication in college. Before this year, tnAchieves students would notwere not be required to meet with their mentors after high school, and now additional meetings will be held for students and mentors to reconnect during the student’s first college semester. Nevertheless, mentors may still cease communication with their students due to the fact that they are volunteers, and some students choose to stop responding to them first. One student stopped engaging with his mentor because he said, “I just had a pretty good understanding of it, so once I got started, I didn’t need any help with it.” Most students who participated in this study found tnAchieves employees more helpful and reliable than their mentor, which suggests that volunteer-based mentors are not efficient; especially without the incentive of engagement from students. One student described tnAchieves employees as “really accessible” adding, “They gave you their cell phone numbers at meetings, so if you ever had a question there was someone on the team who would be willing to talk to you.” 
SThe students who specifically pointed out the inadequacies of the mentorship feature of their tuition-free college experience felt they could not offer any suggestions on what to do to improve mentor-student relationships other than to make having a mentor optional. One student who was also a mentor at one point said, “I think it’s helpful for some people, but I don’t think it’s necessary for others. I guess people could ask for a mentor or something.” One first-generation student who did have a consistent mentor during her time in the program said her mentor would “always send us updates whenever something was coming up, or a meeting or anything. So he was really good for us. Anything we had a question on we could just ask him and we’d get an answer.” In summation, the mentorship aspect of Tennessee’s program has the potential to be beneficial for students to participate in, specifically first generation students. However, according to the students in this study, possible inefficiencies with the program include mentors who are not committed, mentors who cannot adequately assist students, and unengaged students who prefer not to work with mentors; which perpetuates mentors with noncommittal attitudes and mentorship inadequacies overall.
One solution to the seemingly ineffective mentor program could be a newly instated Tennessee initiative called Advise TN. Also beginning in October, 2016, Advise TN will send paid college guidance counselors to Tennessee high schools that have less than 58.8 percent of students attending college after high school. According to The Tennessean, these counselors will work with juniors and seniors to prepare for ACT testing, help with college applications as well as the FAFSA, and stay in touch with seniors following graduation to see they attend college in the fall ("Gov. Haslam Launches”). This article also mentioned that funding for Advise TN was a part of Governor Haslam’s 2016 budget, and high schools involved in the program wouldill have to contribute to the new guidance counselor’s pay. If this program is eventually implemented state-wide, these counselors could potentially replace the guidance and encouragement intended from mentors,; and prove to be more helpful with applications and financial paperwork. Moreover, offering these counselors pay would give them more incentive than current mentors to follow through with their students, making sure they stay eligible for Tennessee Promise and continue on to a higher education institution.
Despite facing issues with mentors and the FAFSA, five students included in this study earned an associate’s degree with the financial help of tnAchieves or Tennessee Promise, and all of them transferred to a university afterwards. Two of the six students said they thought community college was more difficult than they expected, with one student explaining, “I had a 4.0 GPA and thought that I was extremely smart and then went to community college and realized that it’s just as hard as a regular college.” Once transferring, students admitted to struggling with becoming acclimated to their new institution and class schedules, but not academically. Another student said she found her university more difficult because “it was a difference in the fact that I gone from doing all of my [general education courses] at a community college for the first two years to jumping into only major classes all at the same time.” When comparing a university education to a community college education, one student said, “I think the quality of education is just as good as I have received at [the university]. I wouldn’t have done as well if I transferred straight from high school into [the university].” In this study, these remarks on both the community college and university experience show that these students did not receive a subpar education at their community college. Not only were they able to earn an associate’s degree, but they successfully transferred and pursued a bachelor’s degree without any significant difficulties. Ultimately, by attending community college first with the tnAchieves scholarship, these students did not negatively affect the quality of their higher education.
Conclusion
Overall, some students in this study had vastly different tuition-free higher education than others, but even the most successful students had suggestions for Tennessee’s tuition-free college program. While many of the students were grateful for the opportunity to attend two years of college tuition-free, they faced difficulties with filing the FAFSA and staying engaged with their mentors. As the landscape of higher education continues to change in Tennessee, some of these student issues may be eliminated and result in less students becoming ineligible to continue their education past high school. Continuing to improve college access in Tennessee will be imperative as further time, effort and funds are applied to successfully executing the nation-wide tuition-free higher education program, America’s College Promise.   
Limitations
The limitations of this study include the limited number of participants, the lack of student demographic diversity and geographical diversity, an exclusion of college of applied technology students and the exclusion of interviews with mentors or Tennessee Promise and tnAchieves employees. The selection of students for this study was based on their specific experiences and the year they participated in either tnAchieves or Tennessee Promise, causing demographic data to be overlooked. Including students of more ethnicities may have provided different responses as to their reasons for pursing a higher education with Tennessee Promise, but most likely would not have impacted the individual student experiences with the program except for language barriers; which was included in this study. Lack of geographic diversity allowed the researcher to gather a wider variety of student experiences because Tennessee’s tuition-free program has been active in East Tennessee the longest. 
Students from colleges of applied technology were not included in this study because there is less research on these institutions related to finances and student debt as there is currently on community colleges and college in general. tnAchieves mentors, employees and other members of the community were not included in this study because the research was focused on gathering student perceptions and experiences with Tennessee’s tuition-free program. Including other opinions could have devalued the students’ thoughts and opinions.
It is also important to note that tThe researcher conducting this study was previously a tnAchieves student and mentor, which creates the possibility of bias. To monitor the risk of bias, the researcher consistently used reflexivity when creating connections between findings. Reflexivity is “the process of a continual internal dialogue and critical self-evaluation of researcher’s positionality as well as active acknowledgement and explicit recognition that this position may affect the research process and outcome” (Berger 220). 

Possible Future Studies
	From this analysis of the effects of Tennessee’s tuition-free higher education program on students, further research should be considered both internally and nationally related to free college and technical institutions. In Tennessee, future studies can focus on: how tuition-free college affects communities and universities rather than students; the effectiveness of Advise TN and if it should be implemented state-wide; and how the higher education pathway differs for not only first generation students, but minority students, first generation Americans and non-native speakers. Nationally, additional research can compare tuition-free programs in different states to see which ones are most effective for improving student retention and how community colleges and universities can work together to grow with the shifting traditional higher education pathway in the United States.
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Appendix A

Interview Questions for Upcoming Tennessee Promise Scholars:
1. Name, age, year in school, prospective college
2. Growing up, did you always think you would go to college after high school? Why? If not, what were your original plans?
3. Has anyone else in your family gone to college before you? Who?
4. What high school did you attend?
5. How did you hear about the Tennessee Promise scholarship program?
6. When/why did you decide to apply for the Tennessee Promise scholarship program?
7. Were you interested in attending any other universities? If so, what were they?
8. How did you plan on paying for college?
9. Have you struggled with any aspect of the Tennessee Promise application process? If so, what has been the most difficult part with applying?
10. What is the role of your mentor? Do you find them helpful? 
11. What do you think your mentor or tnAchieves can do differently to help you succeed?
12. Do you have any expectations for community college? Why? Do you feel prepared?
13. Do you plan on going to a four-year university after going to community college for two years?
14. What do you think your major will be in college?
15. What do you want to do after you graduate college?
16. What are some of your life dreams and goals?
17. How has being a part of the Tennessee Promise program impacted your life? How do you think it will impact your future?



















18. How did you hear about the Tennessee Promise scholarship program?
19. When did you decide to apply for the Tennessee Promise scholarship program?
20. Why did you decide to apply?
21. Did you always know you would go to college after high school? If not, what were your original plans?
22. Has anyone else in your family gone to college before you?
23. Were you interested in attending any other universities? If so, what were they?
24. Do you have any expectations for community college?
25. Do you plan on going to a four-year university after going to community college for two years?
26. What do you think your major will be in college?
27. What do you want to do after you graduate college?
28. What are some of your life dreams and goals?
29. How has being a part of the Tennessee Promise program impacted your life? How do you think it will impact your future?
30. What is the role of your mentor? Do you find them helpful?
31. Have you struggled with any aspect of the Tennessee Promise application process? If so, what has been the most difficult part with applying?


Appendix B

Interview Questions for Previous/Completed Tennessee Promise/Achieves Scholars
1. Name, age, year in school, school?
2. What did you think you would do after graduating high school? 
3. Where did you think you would go to college?
4. How did you think you would pay for college?
5. Growing up, did you always think you would have the opportunity to go to college and get a bachelor's degree? Why?
6. Did anyone else in your family go to college before you? Who?
7. When/why did you choose to sign up for the Tennessee Achieves program?
8. Did you struggle with any part of the program or wish that something would have been different?
9. What was your experience like with your mentor?
10. Do you think your mentor or tnAchieves could have done something different to help you succeed?
11. What were your preconceptions of community college? Were they right or wrong?
12. What was it like transferring to a university? Did you feel prepared? Did that have anything to do with resources at Tennessee Achieves?
13. What was your overall experience with Tennessee Achieves?
14. Did you know what you wanted to major in when you began community college?
15. What is your major now?
16. What are some of your plans and goals for when your graduate college with a bachelor's?
17. How did participating in Tennessee Achieves affect your college career and future?


























Appendix C
Interview Questions for Current Tennessee Promise/Achieves Scholars
1. Name, age, year in school, school?
2. Growing up, did you always think you would have the opportunity to go to college? Why? If not, what were your original plans? 
3. Where did you think you would go to college?
4. How did you think you would pay for college?
5. Did anyone else in your family go to college before you? Who?
6. Why did you choose to sign up for the Tennessee Achieves program?
7. Did you struggle with any part of the program or wish that something would have been different?
8. What was your experience like with your mentor? Were they helpful?
9. What were your preconceptions of community college? Were they right or wrong?
10.  How did tnAchieves resources impact your experience at community college?
11. Do you plan on going to a four-year university after going to community college for two years? If so, where?
12. Do you know if all your classes from community college will transfer over?
13. What do you think your major will be in college?
14. What do you want to do after you graduate college?
15. What are some of your life dreams and goals?
16. How has being a part of the Tennessee Promise program impacted your life? How do you think it will impact your future?















Appendix D
Interview Questions for Incomplete Tennessee Achieves Scholars
1. Name, age
2. Are you currently going to school? Where/What grade? If not, what did you decide to do after you graduated from high school?
3. Growing up, did you always think you would have the opportunity to go to college? Why? If not, what were your original plans? 
4. Where did you think you would go to college?
5. How did you think you would pay for college?
6. Did anyone else in your family go to college before you? Who?
7. Why did you choose to sign up for the Tennessee Achieves program?
8. Did you struggle with any part of the program or wish that something would have been different? Tell me what happened…
9. How did this affect your life after graduation?
10. What could have tnAchieves done prevent or fix this problem?
11. What was your experience like with your mentor? Were they helpful?
12. Do you think you will try to go back to school? Why?
13. If you could go back to your senior year and change one decision regarding your post-graduation plans, what would it be?
Interview Questions for Previous Tennessee Promise/Achieves Scholars:
18. What did you think you would do after graduating high school? Where did you think you would go to college?
19. Why did you choose to sign up for the Tennessee Promise (previously TnAchieves) program?
20. Did you struggle with any part of the program or wish that something would have been different?
21. What was your experience like with your mentor?
22. What were your preconceptions of community college? Were they right or wrong?
23. What was it like transferring to a university? Did you feel prepared? Did that have anything to do with resources at TnAchieves?
24. What was your overall experience with TnAchieves?
25. What three words come to your mind when you think of TnAchieves?
26. Did you know what you wanted to major in when you began community college?
27. What is your major now?
28. What are some of your plans and goals for when your graduate college with a bachelor's?
29. Did you always think you would have the opportunity to go to college and get a bachelor's degree?
30. How did participating in TnAchieves affect your college career and future?





Appendix C

Interview Questions for TnAchieves Mentors:
1. How long have you been working with the Tennessee Promise/Achieves Program?
2. Tell me about your role with TnAchieves.
3. How do you think Tennessee Promise affects students/ the community?
4. What have you learned while working for Tennessee Promise and with Tennessee Promise scholars?
5. Have any students especially impacted you? What was their story? Where are they now?
6. Are there any parts of the application process that you think students struggle with?
7. How many students before and after FAFSA deadline?










Appendix D

Pew Research Center Graphs

[image: C:\Users\Amanda\Pictures\2011-higher-ed-03-25.png] [image: C:\Users\Amanda\Pictures\2011-higher-ed-03-11.png]

[image: C:\Users\Amanda\Pictures\2011-higher-ed-03-12.png][image: C:\Users\Amanda\Pictures\2011-higher-ed-03-24.png]



1

43

image1.png
The Rising Cost of College
Inflation-adjusted st tuition and fees, 1980-2011

$30,000

a-year private

$25,000
$20,000

$15,000
4-year public

$10,000

B ————

$0
1960-81 1984-85 1983-89 155293 199-97 2000-01 200405 2008-03

Source: Data underlying College Board's Trends in College Pricing 2010 Figure'5

Notes: The lstor published twition and s are not shat studnts sctuslly pay. Host undergraduates receive
Grant 10, Thase ars the Sversge publiched price o <hckar price. The College Basrd sstimares them by
weighting published tuion and fees by full-time undergraduate enraliment. They are deflsted using the CA1 and
arein 2016 dollars.

PEW RESEARCH CENTER.





image2.png
Growing Student Debt
Average debtof student borrowers (in 2008 dollars)

=199 2008
$25,000 ~go5 gy

$20,000

$15,000 $13,321

s11,427
$10,000

$5,000

$0

Bachelors  Assodate  Certficate
degree degree

Note: Average debtis based on allborrowers.

Source: Natianl Canterfor Educstion Statistics Nationl
Postsacondary Student id Study, 2008,

PEW RESEARCH CENTER.




image3.png
How Do StudentsPay for College?

% saying each source paidthe largest share o their
college expenses

]

parents

Notes: ercentages are based on thase with any
ostescondary sducation. Parents and students hemselves
ere afered 3 separaterespanse categoris but are
combinedfo ths chart. -Other- includes respandsnte uho
Said sllsources were squal and “Don' know.

PEW RESEARCH CENTER GP/21-22




image4.png
Is College Affordable?

agree or disagree: College costs ingeneralare such
that most peaple can afford to pay for a college:
education. (%)

on't know/Refused” responses not shown.

PEW RESEARCH CENTER GP/14





