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Key Takeaways 
• To earn a degree, students must cover the costs of school and life, which remain the single largest

barrier to post-secondary enrollment and completion.

• Covering college costs often involves a mix of state, federal, and private resources.

• Very few students face a college’s full “costs” out of pocket because nearly all students receive
state, federal, or institutional aid that does not need repayment.

• Emerging issues and challenges include:

• Despite available resources, costs remain a barrier to attending and completing college for many
students—as evidenced by the state’s experience with Tennessee Promise.

• Most studies generally agree that undergraduate degrees and debts taken on to pay for them
usually have a positive return, but specific pathways and circumstances may not.

• Perceptions of college costs (i.e., sticker shock)—and not actual costs—influence if and where
students attend college.

• Students may not access or retain needed grants and scholarships because of complexity and
confusion.

• Statutory maximums limit several of Tennessee’s scholarships, which haven’t always kept up with
inflation.

• The practice of private scholarship displacement can come with trade-offs for students, colleges,
and the private entities that award the funds.

• Although they have expanded access to post-secondary education, Tennessee’s investments in
community college may incentivize choices that make it harder for some to earn a degree.

• Federal requirements for “total cost of attendance” and financial aid may affect how schools
estimate their costs and contribute to students' sticker shock, confusion, or unexpected costs.

• Outside pressures—like those in the housing market—can increase student costs and create
challenges for colleges and universities.
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Post-secondary education can be a path to individual success and economic mobility. However, many 
Tennessee policymakers and families may find it confusing to discern the true “cost” of earning a degree 
and the many state, federal, and private resources available to cover those costs. This report sheds light 
on college costs in Tennessee, how students finance them, and related issues and challenges. 

Background 
Post-secondary education is increasingly necessary for many jobs and an avenue to financial 
security. (1) According to one estimate, about 59% of “good jobs”—defined as paying at least $39,400 
for Tennesseans ages 25-44 and $50,700 for those 45-64—required at least a bachelor’s degree in 2021. 
This share is expected to grow to 66% by 2031. (2) A college education is also associated with higher 
lifetime earnings for most graduates. (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) In fact, Tennesseans with higher education 
levels tend to have higher earnings (Figure 1), although individual experiences and career paths vary. (9) 
The career opportunities and higher earning potential that come with education are also associated with 
better health and well-being, higher social standing, and more community engagement. (1) (10) (7) More 
income also generates more investment, saving, and spending, which can improve the broader economy 
and community. (1)  

Figure 1. Tennesseans With Higher Levels of Education Tend to Have 
Higher Earnings  
Median Earnings for Tennesseans by Highest Education Level (in 2023 dollars*) (2010–2023)  

*Adjusted for inflation using the CPI-U. (11) Note: Due to pandemic-related disruptions, detailed ACS 1-year
estimates are unavailable for 2020.
Sources: 2010-2023 American Community Survey 1-Year Estimates (9)

Costs 
To earn a degree, students must cover the costs of school and life, which remain the single 
largest barrier to post-secondary enrollment and completion. These costs can include tuition, 
mandatory fees, on- or off-campus housing, books, supplies, other school fees (e.g., lab fees, program 
fees, online course fees), transportation, food, and medical care. (12) To ultimately earn a degree, 
students must find a way to cover all these costs—often while forgoing full-time work to attend classes. In 
2022, for example, only 7% of full-time and 37% of part-time college students ages 16-24 nationally 
worked full-time (i.e., 35 or more hours per week). (13) Cost is consistently cited as the top barrier to 
enrolling and completing college. (14) (15) 
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Figure 2. College Costs in Tennessee Have Changed Over Time 
Avg. Total Attendance Cost by Tennessee Institution Type (in 2023 dollars*) (SYs 2007–08 vs. 2023–24) 

*Adjusted for inflation using the CPI-U. (11) Note: Total cost of attendance is an estimate of the total cost for a full-
time, first-year student living on or near campus. 2-year colleges include only those offering associate’s degrees.
Source: Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (16)

Tennessee’s post-secondary costs and trends vary by institution type and what costs are 
included (Figure 2). All schools publish tuition, mandatory fees, and a “total cost of attendance.” The 
latter estimates school and living expenses for a full-time, first-year student living on or near campus. It is 
also the benchmark for determining financial aid (discussed later). For the 2023-2024 school year (SY), 
the average estimated total cost of attendance ranged from $21,400 at public two-year colleges to 
$44,700 at private four-year institutions. (16) Living expenses make up most of those costs at two-year 
and public four-year institutions, while tuition and fees are the bulk of private four-year costs (Figures 2 
and 3). Between SYs 2007–2008 and 2023–2024, average tuition increased at all institution types even 
after adjusting for inflation, but increases in total cost were more modest at all but private two-year 
colleges (Figures 2 and 4). (11) (16) 
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“Post-Secondary” in This Report

This report focuses on paying for post-secondary education at institutions that award 
associate or bachelor’s degrees. This report may collectively refer to these as post-secondary 
institutions or colleges and universities. Mentioned two-year schools are limited to those that offer 
associate’s degrees. Public two-year schools include Tennessee’s 13 community colleges and 
exclude Tennessee Colleges of Applied Technology (TCATs). Meanwhile, four-year institutions are 
those that award bachelor’s degrees. The public four-year universities in this report include four 
undergraduate schools that are part of the University of Tennessee system and six locally governed 
colleges and universities (e.g., MTSU, ETSU). (31) 
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Figure 3. Living Expenses Make Up Most of the Estimated Cost of 
Attending a Public College or University in Tennessee 
Avg. Total In-State Cost of Attendance by Tennessee Institution Type (SY 2024–25) 

Note: 2-year colleges include only those offering associate’s degrees. 
Source: Tennessee Higher Education Commission (17) 

Figure 4. From 2008–2024, Average Tuition Grew at All Institution 
Types, But Total Cost Increases Were Often More Modest  
Avg. College Costs by Tennessee Institution Type (SYs 2007–08 to 2023–24) 

*Adjusted for inflation using the CPI-U. (11) Note: Total cost of attendance is an estimate of the total cost for a full-
time, first-year student living on or near campus. 2-year colleges include only those offering associate’s degrees.
Source: Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (16)
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Covering the Post-Secondary Costs in Tennessee 
Covering college costs often involves a mix of state, federal, and private resources (Figure 5). 
Grants, scholarships, and subsidies help cover college costs and do not need repayment. Other sources 
often involve tapping into the private resources of a student and their families—either now or in the future. 
Specific sources include: 

Grants, Scholarships, and Subsidies 

• State and Federal Scholarships and Grants — Tennessee and the federal government offer
financial aid for students who meet income, merit, or categorical criteria (e.g., Tennessee HOPE
Scholarship, Federal Pell Grants). Because they do not require repayment, these are often
referred to as gift aid.

• Private and Institutional Scholarships and Grants — Institutions and private organizations
may also award students with gift aid—scholarships and grants that do not need repayment (e.g.,
local Rotary Club scholarships, university presidential scholarships, donor-endowed
scholarships).

• State Subsidies — State taxpayer dollars support public post-secondary institutions. These
dollars are not considered direct financial aid to students, but they subsidize the costs of
operating public colleges and keep tuition lower for in-state students.

Other Sources 
• Personal Resources — Personal resources include family and student income, savings, and

contributions from relatives or friends.

• Federal Student Loans — The federal government offers student loans that borrowers must
repay.

• Private Loans and Borrowing — Private borrowing for post-secondary education can include
private student loans and other forms of credit like home equity loans, retirement account loans,
and credit cards.

Determining the mix of resources a student will tap into often begins with the Free Application for 
Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). (18) The federally administered FAFSA gathers information on the 
income and expenses of a student’s family. This information generates a “student aid index” (SAI) that 
gauges financial need based on how much a family can reasonably contribute to a student’s post-
secondary expenses. (19) (20) Together, the SAI and the estimated total cost of the student’s chosen 
school determine the kind and amount of financial aid a student may be eligible for. (19) (20) 

Very few students face a college’s full “costs” out of pocket because nearly all students receive 
state, federal, or institutional aid that does not need repayment (Figure 6). For example, in SY 2021-
2022, 97% of full-time, first-time undergraduates at public two-year institutions received grants and 
scholarships that totaled $6,500 per student, on average. This represented about 36% of the average 
total cost of attendance at these schools. At private two-year colleges, 79% got an average of $4,500—or 
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14% of total costs. Among four-year institutions, 97% got an average of $10,300 at public universities—or 
39% of total costs—and 92% got an average of $21,900 at private ones—or 52% of total costs. (16) 

Figure 5. Covering College Costs in Tennessee Often Involves a Mix 
of State, Federal, and Private Resources 
Financial Aid Among Full-Time, First-Time Undergrads at Tennessee Colleges (SY 2021–22) 

*Among those receiving. Note: 2-year colleges include only those offering associate’s degrees. Percentages
represent averages across all schools within each category.
Source: Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (16)

Figure 6. Nearly All Undergrads in Tennessee Receive Financial Aid 
That Does Not Need Repayment 
Grants/Scholarships Among Full-Time, First-Time Undergrads at Tennessee Colleges (SY 2021–22) 

*Among those receiving. Note: 2-year colleges include only those offering associate’s degrees. Percentages
represent the average of all the school-specific percentages within each category.
Source: Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (16)
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Figure 7. The Net College Costs in Tennessee Are Significantly Lower 
on Average Than the Estimated Total Cost of Attendance 
Avg. Costs by Tennessee Institution Type (in 2021 dollars*) (SYs 2008–09 vs. 2021–22) 

*Adjusted for inflation using the CPI-U. (11) Note: 2-year colleges include only those offering associate’s degrees.
The Total cost of attendance estimates the total cost for a full-time, first-year student living on or near campus. Net
costs reflect the total cost of attendance minus any financial aid that does not need repayment. Public school net
costs are for in-state students. Source: Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (16)

Figure 8. Many Tennessee Undergrads Take Out Loans to Cover 
College Costs 
Loans Among Full-Time, First-Time Undergrads at Tennessee Colleges (SY 2021–22) 

*Among those receiving. Note: 2-year colleges include only those offering associate’s degrees. Percentages are
averages across all schools within each category. Source: Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (16)

The net costs of college in Tennessee are significantly lower on average than estimated total 
costs and—for some institution types—have even declined over time (Figure 7). After accounting 
for student aid, the average net cost to attend a community college was about 61% less than the total 
cost of attendance for SY 2021-2022. It was 24% less at private two-year colleges and 43% and 50% less 
at public and private four-year institutions, respectively. Meanwhile, after adjusting for inflation, the net 
cost of public two-year colleges and private four-year universities declined between the 2008-2009 and 
2021-2022 school years. (11) (16) 
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Most undergraduates use personal resources and/or borrow money to cover what grants and 
scholarships don’t. Tennessee-specific data show that very few students at community colleges took 
out loans in the 2021-2022 school year, but over half of students at private colleges and universities did 
(Figure 8). Meanwhile, national survey data for 2024 show that about 74% of families of U.S. undergrads 
ages 18-24 used parents’ income or savings, 59% used students’, and 16% got money from relatives or 
friends to cover college costs. (21)  

The following sections summarize each source in more detail. 

State Grants and Scholarships 
Tennessee offers numerous scholarships to help state residents earn a post-secondary degree. 
(22) For SY 2023-2024, the state awarded nearly $577 million across 16 different scholarships for public
and select private two- and four-year colleges and universities in Tennessee (Figure 9 and Table 1). (22)
Scholarships are awarded to students who meet merit, income, or categorical criteria (e.g., specific fields
of study), attend community college, or take college courses while in high school. (22) The following
sections briefly explain each of the state’s largest grants and scholarships. See Appendix Table A1 for
additional information on eligibility and requirements.

Table 1. Tennessee College Awards and Scholarships 
Scholarship or Award 

Criteria 
Key Features and Other Criteria 

Applicable Costs 

Merit Income Tuition/ 
Fees Only 

Total 
Costs 

TN Student Assistance 
Award X Up to $4,000/year first-come, first-serve depending 

upon school type and student household income X 

Dual Enrollment Grant Up to $600/course for high school students enrolled 
in college courses  X 

HOPE Scholarship X Up to $5,700/year depending on school type and 
student year for trad’l students X 

Aspire Award X X Up to $7,200/year depending on school type, year, 
and household income for trad’l students X 

Tennessee Promise “Last dollar” tuition/fee scholarship for community 
college for trad’l students X 

General Assembly Merit 
Scholarship (GAMS) X Up to $6,700/year depending on school type and 

student year for trad’l students X 

Tennessee Reconnect “Last dollar” tuition/fee scholarship for community 
college for nontrad’l students X 

Middle College Scholarship $4,000/year for high school-aged students attending 
community college full-time X 

HOPE Non-Traditional X Up to $5,700/year depending on school type, student 
year, and income for nontrad’l students X 

Ned McWherter Scholars X $6,000/year for students at participating public 
institutions X 

Helping Heroes Grant $2,000/year for current/former TN National Guard or 
U.S. military called into service X 

HOPE Foster Care Grant “Last dollar” cost of attendance for individuals who 
entered TN state custody after age 13 X 

TN STEP UP Up to $5,700/year depending on school type and 
student year for students with disabilities X 

Note: Excludes four scholarships for undergraduates, each with 14 or fewer recipients in SY 2023-24, and TCAT-only 
scholarships. 
Source: Tennessee Higher Education Commission, Tennessee Student Assistance Corporation, and the Tennessee 
Education Lottery System (23) (24) (25) (26) (27) (28) (29) (30) (22) (31) (32) (33) (34) 
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Figure 9. Tennessee Awarded Nearly $577 Million for Residents to 
Attend College in 2023-2024 
SY 2023–24 Tennessee Undergraduate Scholarship Awards and Funding 

Note: Students may receive more than one type of scholarship. Excludes four scholarships for undergraduates, each 
with 14 or fewer recipients in SY 2023-24, and TCAT-only scholarships. GAMS is the General Assembly Merit 
Scholarship.  
Source: Tennesee Education Lottery System and Tennessee Student Assistance Corporation (22) (35) 

A mix of taxpayer and state lottery dollars finance Tennessee’s state-funded scholarships. (31) 
(22) Most scholarships offered by the state of Tennessee receive funding from the Tennessee lottery
system. However, state General Fund dollars finance a few others—predominantly the Tennessee
Student Assistance Award. (31) (22) (36) After adjusting for inflation, overall spending on state-funded
post-secondary grants and scholarships is higher than in FY 2008, but the average award amount per
recipient is down (Figure 10). (37) (38) (39) (40) (31) (22) (35) (11)

Figure 10. Overall Spending on State-Funded Post-Secondary Grants 
and Scholarships Is Up Since 2008, but Average Awards Are Down  
Tennessee State-Funded Awards and Scholarships (in 2023 dollars*) 

*Adjusted for inflation using CPI-U. (11) Note: Years represent the fiscal year ending in that year.  Includes all awards
made to all levels of post-secondary students and institutions—including TCATs and advanced degrees.
Source: The Sycamore Institute’s analysis of data from the Tennessee Higher Education Commission, Tennessee
Education Lottery Scholarships, and the Tennessee Student Assistance Corporation (37) (38) (39) (40) (31) (22) (35)
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Tennessee Student Assistance Award 
The Tennessee Student Assistance Award (TSAA) is need-based and reaches the most Tennessee 
students—nearly 64,000 in SY 2023-2024. A student’s financial need, as determined by the FAFSA and 
the cost of the post-secondary institution they attend, determines TSAA eligibility. Students can receive 
up to $2,000 per year for public colleges and universities and up to $4,000 for private institutions. The 
Tennessee Student Assistance Corporation board establishes maximum award amounts annually based 
on available funds. (30) (41)  

Tennessee’s Merit-Based Scholarships 
Tennessee offers four merit-based scholarships that target recent high school graduates (i.e., 
traditional first-time students). The HOPE Scholarship requires a 3.0 grade point average (GPA) or a 21 
on the ACT exam. The Aspire Award follows the same criteria but provides supplemental funds for 
students from lower-income families. The General Assembly Merit Scholarship requires a 3.75 GPA or a 
29 on the ACT, and the Ned McWherter Scholars Program requires a 3.75 GPA or 32 ACT score. These 
scholarships—which range in value from $4,500 for HOPE to $6,000 for Aspire—can be used for tuition 
and mandatory fees at any two- or four-year nonprofit colleges accredited in Tennessee. A separate 
HOPE Non-Traditional Scholarship does not have merit-based criteria but targets lower-income, non-
traditional students.(22) (27) 

Tennessee Promise and Reconnect 
Tennessee’s Promise and Reconnect Scholarships are “last dollar” scholarships that help 
students cover tuition and mandatory fees for community college. To qualify, students must first tap 
into any other available merit- and need-based financial aid. In general, Promise and Reconnect fill any 
remaining gaps for tuition and mandatory fees during the first two years of study at a community college 
or Tennessee College of Applied Technology (TCAT). Tennessee Promise targets traditional first-time 
students, while Reconnect is for adults seeking to attend college for the first time or finish their degree. 
(28) (32) Funds can be used at some four-year universities, but the scholarship is capped at the value of
tuition and fees at community colleges.

Post-Secondary Assistance for High Schoolers 
State Dual Enrollment Grants cover some or all the costs of earning college credit in high school. 
The grants help cover the tuition and mandatory fees for up to 10 courses at two- and four-year 
institutions and TCATs for Tennessee high school students. These courses often help students prepare 
for college and complete introductory college courses, which can help them graduate earlier and/or 
decrease their post-secondary costs. (23)  

Tennessee Middle College Scholarships provide financial assistance for high school juniors and 
seniors to earn their associate’s degree while finishing high school. In their last two high school 
years, eligible students receive $2,000 a semester to enroll at a community college. This can help 
students enter the workforce sooner or go on to pursue a four-year degree. (25)  
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Federal Grants 
Federal Pell Grants are need-based financial aid that help cover post-secondary costs for 
students from lower-income families. (42) Pell Grant amounts are based on each student’s financial 
situation, the cost of attendance at their chosen four-year institution, and full- or part-time enrollment. 
Awards are capped based on a national annual per-student maximum, currently $7,395 for the 2024-2025 
school year. (42) In 2024, over 133,000 Tennessee students received an average grant of just over 
$5,000. (43)  

Private and Institutional Grants and Scholarships 
Private businesses, foundations, nonprofits, colleges, and universities themselves award 
students scholarships and grants to help pay for post-secondary education. (21) For example, 
about 49% of full-time, first-year students at Tennessee’s public four-year universities and 79% of those 
at private ones received institutional support in 2021-2022 (Figure 5). (16) Meanwhile, national data show 
that about 35% of U.S. undergrads received an average of $2,800 per year from private scholarships in 
2024. (21)  

Federal Student Loans 
The federal government guarantees and subsidizes loans to help families borrow for post-
secondary costs. (44) Federal loans allow students and families to borrow money for any costs not 
covered by other financial aid. The federal government often offers loans at lower interest rates than 
private ones and, in some cases, are directly subsidized to delay the accumulation of interest costs while 
students are in school. (44) Annual and total limits vary across several types of loans—from $5,500 a 
year for a Direct Subsidized Loan and up to a school’s cost of attendance for a Direct PLUS Loan. (44)  

Figure 11. U.S. Families Often Use Personal Means, Private Loans, 
and Other Borrowing to Help Pay for Post-Secondary Education 
Avg. Personal Resources and Private Borrowing for College Among U.S. Undergrads Ages 18-24 (2024) 

Note: Excludes other resources—including grants, scholarships, and federal loans. Based on a 2024 survey of 
undergraduates ages 18-24 and their parents.  
Source: The Sycamore Institute’s analysis of data from Ipsos for Sallie Mae (21) 
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Private Loans and Borrowing 
When other resources do not meet a student’s needs, families may turn to private loans or other 
types of borrowing. Private student loans often have higher interest rates than federal student loans and 
are not subject to the same federal requirements and regulations. Other types of borrowing may include 
financing agreements between a company and an employee or between family members, home equity 
loans, credit cards, retirement account funds, and other lines of credit. (21) (45) In 2024, U.S. families of 
undergrads relied on about $3,600 in private loans and borrowing, on average, to help finance college—
the largest portion of which was from private student loans (Figure 11). (21) 

Personal Resources 
Student and family income and savings are the largest funding source for the typical American 
family paying for college. (21) These resources include income and savings from students and parents 
or money from family and friends (Figure 11). In 2024, the average U.S. family with an 18–24-year-old 
undergraduate reported contributing about $14,400 in a mix of personal resources, which covered about 
half of post-secondary costs. (21)  

Tax-preferred college savings accounts—529 accounts—are among the personal resources some 
families use for college. (46) Known as TNStars in Tennessee, anyone can set up and contribute to 
these accounts, and neither the earnings nor withdrawals are federally taxed if used on tuition and fees, 
other indirect costs, or to pay off student loans. Other specific benefits and limits of 529 plans vary by 
state (e.g., TNStars accounts are subject to a total contribution limit of $350,000) and specific account 
type. However, anyone in any state can open plans in any state or multiple states. Students can benefit 
from funds from multiple accounts and account owners, and families can transfer accounts to other 
students. (46) In 2024, 35% of families nationally with an 18–24-year-old undergraduate tapped into a 
college savings account to pay for students’ college. (21) 

Tennessee also offers up to $1,500 in matching funds for lower-income residents who contribute 
to a TNStars account. The Tennessee Investments Preparing Scholars program provides up to $500 per 
year and $1,500 total to families under 250% of the poverty level (e.g., $78,000 in 2024 for a family of 
four) with a TNStars account. The funds provide a four-to-one match. (47) 

Many students also work to help cover the costs of post-secondary education. For example, nearly 
42% of full-time and 77% of part-time U.S. undergrads worked in 2022. This included 10% and 37%, 
respectively, who worked more than 35 hours a week. (13) The federal government also subsidizes 
employment opportunities for students with financial need through work-study programs. The federal 
work-study program covers up to 70% of wages for qualifying students to work—often at on-campus jobs. 

State Subsidies 
State taxpayer funds for public colleges and universities are not directly reported in how families 
pay for college, but they subsidize the cost of public schools for in-state students. In FY 2024, for 
example, the state provided $1.1 billion directly to public four-year schools—or about $8,980 per full-time 
equivalent (FTE) student. Another $384 million went to community colleges—or $8,120 per FTE student. 
Relative to tuition and fees, this accounted for 39% of revenues at four-year schools and 59% at 
community colleges. (31) (48) 
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State appropriations for public colleges and universities have largely recovered since cuts made 
in the years after the Great Recession (Figure 12). During the 2007-2009 Great Recession, Tennessee 
and other states made large higher education funding cuts to help balance state budgets. In FY 2024, 
however, total funding for the state’s four-year universities was 6% higher than in FY 2008 when that 
recession hit, even after adjusting for inflation, and funding for community colleges was up 13%. When 
accounting for enrollment changes, funding was down 2% for four-year institutions and up 18% for 
community colleges. (11) (48)  

Figure 12. State Funding for Tennessee’s Public Colleges Has Largely 
Rebounded from Post-Great Recession Budget Cuts  
Tennessee State Appropriations for Public Colleges and Universities (in 2023 dollars*) (FYs 2008–2024) 

*Adjusted for inflation using the CPI-U. (11) **Includes only public community colleges.
Source: The Sycamore Institute’s analysis of data from the Tennessee Higher Education Commission (48)

In addition to subsidies, the state also has some control over tuition increases at public colleges 
and universities. Under a 2016 law, the Tennessee Higher Education Commission (THEC) issues a 
range for any annual tuition and mandatory fee increases at all public institutions. Institutions can adjust 
within this range but cannot exceed it. THEC issued its first binding range for SY 2017-2018. (49) Prior to 
that, each institution’s governing board independently determined annual tuition adjustments.  

Issues and Challenges in College Affordability 
There are many issues, barriers, and opportunities related to college affordability, both broadly and in 
Tennessee. The following sections outline some of these issues in broad terms but do not intend to be 
comprehensive. 

Costs Beyond Financial Aid 
Despite available resources, costs remain a barrier to attending and completing college for many 
students. As discussed above, some costs remain for nearly all students even after accounting for gift 
aid (Figure 6). Data for SY 2021-2022, for example, show that average net costs for every school type 
may be out of reach for many students—particularly those from lower income brackets (Figure 13). (16)  

Food insecurity among college students is one of the most prominent ways these challenges have 
presented. Food insecurity occurs when someone has limited or uncertain access to adequate food—
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often because they cannot afford it. According to surveys, between 20% and 40% of U.S. college 
students experience food insecurity. (50) (51) In 2022, Tennessee’s public colleges and universities 
estimated that about 30% of their students were food insecure. Food insecurity can affect both a student’s 
health and academic success. (52) (53) 

Figure 13. The Average Net Cost of College in Tennessee May Be Out 
of Reach for Many Families Without Taking on Debt 
Avg. Net Costs of College by Tennessee Institution Type and Household Income (SY 2021–22) 

Note: 2-year colleges include only those offering associate’s degrees. Net costs reflect the total cost of attendance 
minus any gift aid (i.e., financial aid that does need repayment). Public school net costs are for in-state students. 
Source: Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (16) 

Experience with Tennessee Promise highlights this and other challenges students face paying the 
costs not covered by grants and scholarships. For example, the state comptroller’s 2024 evaluation of 
Promise found that most of those who struggle to maintain full-time enrollment and GPA requirements 
cite the challenge of balancing school with the need to work. Promise students were also largely unaware 
of and surprised that even costs directly related to school were not covered—including books, tools for 
technical classes, and non-mandatory fees (e.g., lab fees, online course fees). Because of the 
unexpected expense, students often forgo books. When they do, they usually fall behind. (36) In 2021, 
the state launched a four-year completion grant pilot program to help lower-income students cover some 
of these costs. Most grants were used for food and transportation costs in the program's first two years. 
(54) 

Student Debt 
Student loans can enable access to education and increased earnings, but they may come with 
trade-offs. For example, when repayments strain available resources, student loan repayors must 
balance those payments with spending on life’s other necessities. Repayments may delay investments 
that can build long-term wealth (e.g., buying a house) or help prepare for the future (e.g., retirement 
savings). In the worst-case scenario, defaulting on a student loan can damage credit, resulting in negative 
consequences. (55) (56) (57) (58) 

Most studies generally agree that undergraduate degrees and debts taken on to pay for them 
usually have a positive return, but specific pathways and circumstances may not. (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) 
(8) A late 2023 poll showed 47% of Americans thought college wasn’t worth it if it involved taking out

$7k 
$6k $6k 

$8k $9k 
$10k 

$23k 
$22k 

$24k 

$26k 

$29k $30k 

$15k 

$10k 
$12k 

$16k 

$19k 
$20k 

$21k 

$18k $18k 
$20k 

$23k 

$25k 

 -

 $10k

 $20k

 $30k

All <$30k $30-48k $48-75k $75-110k >$110k

Public

Private

Public

Private

2-Year

4-Year

Annual Household Income

https://sycamoretn.org/medical-debt-101/
https://sycamoretn.org/medical-debt-101/


 The Sycamore Institute 15 

loans. (59) However, available evidence suggests the value and risks of borrowing for college are 
nuanced. For example:  

• Fields of Study — Some fields are more likely to pay off than others. (60) (31) (61) (62) In one
analysis, for example, engineering, computer science, nursing, and economics degrees
generated the highest returns for graduates. (6)

• Graduate School Loans — The return on investment (ROI) is most uncertain for graduate
school loans, which comprise about half of all federal student loan debt. (63) (64) (65) (66) (58)

• Timing — The timing of the ROI is important for paying off student loans. Some careers may pay
less early on but ultimately pay off over a lifetime. This can make it more difficult for graduates in
those fields to make student loan payments right out of college. (60)

• Completion — Completion is important. People who take out loans to begin school but never
earn a degree have one of the highest risks for default. (67) (68) (69) (70)

• For-Profit Institutions — Graduates of certain institution types have disproportionately high
default rates—particularly for-profit institutions. (71) (63) (68)

Sticker Shock 
Perceptions of college costs (i.e., sticker shock)—and not actual costs—influence if and where 
students attend college. As explained above, very few students ever face the published costs of 
attendance—which many refer to as the “sticker price”—because nearly all students receive financial aid 
that does not need repayment. However, studies suggest that sticker prices influence students’ decisions 
about if and where to go to college—especially among lower-income students—and greater transparency 
and individualized information about costs could address these effects. (72) (12) (73) 

Getting and Retaining Financial Aid 
Some students face challenges in getting and retaining available financial aid. Tennessee has the 
best FAFSA completion rate in the country. (74) Even so, students from the class of 2023 could have 
accessed as much as $53 million more in Pell Grants if everyone had completed it. (75) Additionally, 
about half of those who apply for Promise lose their eligibility before they enroll because they miss a 
mandatory meeting, don’t complete the community service requirements, or file their FAFSA late. (36) 
Many of those who do secure aid fail to maintain eligibility requirements (Appendix Table A1). For 
example, about 40% of HOPE recipients who began college in Fall 2022 had lost the scholarship by Fall 
2023. (22) 

In addition to the reasons cited above, students may not access or retain grants and scholarships 
because of complexity and confusion. For example, the comptroller’s 2024 evaluation of Promise 
found that students and their families were often confused because each state program (e.g., Promise, 
HOPE) has different requirements. They were also frustrated with the need for multiple applications, and 
some felt that the requirements for full-time enrollment were hard to juggle with competing demands for 
their time, like work and family. (36)  
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State Statutory Issues 
Statutory maximums limit several of Tennessee’s scholarships, which haven’t always kept up with 
inflation. Examples include: 

• HOPE Scholarship — Under state law, the traditional HOPE Scholarship provides up to $4,500
to freshmen/sophomores and $5,700 to juniors/seniors for four-year universities or $3,200 to
students at two-year schools. When the HOPE Scholarship first launched, it covered about 70%
of average tuition and fees at public four-year schools. Even after an increase in the maximum
award amounts in 2022, the HOPE Scholarship covered about half of the average tuition and fees
in 2023-2024 (Figure 14). (31) (22)

• Aspire Award — The Aspire Award is limited to students with an annual adjusted gross income
of no more than $36,000, an amount set in state law in 2005. (76) Over time, the value of this limit
has diminished with inflation, reducing the share of students potentially eligible for the award. (76)
(77) (9) For example, the Aspire income limit represented nearly 200% of the federal poverty level
(FPL) for a family of four in 2005 (Figure 15). In 2024, the same limit is closer to 100% of FPL.
(77)

Figure 14. Even After Recent Increases, Tennessee’s HOPE 
Scholarship Has Not Kept Pace With College Costs 
Tennessee HOPE Scholarship vs. Avg. Tuition/Costs at Public 4-Year Schools (2005-2024) 

*2016-2024 calculations use the average of the two HOPE amounts.
Source: Tennessee Higher Education Commission (31) (22)
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Figure 15. Fewer Low-Income Students May Be Eligible for 
Tennessee’s Aspire Award Than When It Was First Created 
Tennessee Aspire Award Income Eligibility (2005-2024) 

 
“FPL” represents the federal poverty line for a family of four. 
Source: Tennessee Code Annotated and the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (76) (77) 
 

Private Scholarship Displacement 
Schools can reduce the financial aid they provide to students who receive outside private 
scholarships. (78) Private scholarships can count towards a student’s total financial aid calculation, 
which cannot exceed a school’s total cost of attendance. (19) (79) (78) (80) After schools learn of a 
student’s private scholarships, they may reduce the financial aid they’ve already offered by an equivalent 
amount—a practice known as scholarship displacement. (79) (78)  
 
Scholarship displacement can come with trade-offs for students, colleges, and the private entities 
that award scholarships. When institutions reduce gift aid, scholarship displacement frees up those 
dollars for other students with unmet needs. Conversely, returning the scholarship could do the same for 
the awarding entity, or reducing other sources of aid first—like federal loans—could lower a student’s 
debt burden. Meanwhile, students often expect their private scholarships to add to rather than displace 
the aid a school has already offered, so the practice often surprises both students and the private grantor. 
Finally, private entities often award scholarships to help students they choose based on their merit or 
purpose, and scholarship displacement has reportedly left many feeling like their dollars are supporting a 
university’s endowment or another student, which may or may not represent their stated goal or mission. 
(78) (79) (80) (81) (82) 
 

State Grant Incentives 
Although they have expanded access to post-secondary education, Tennessee’s investments in 
community college may incentivize choices that make it harder for some to earn a degree. For 
example, Promise may incentivize some students seeking a bachelor’s degree to begin their studies at a 
two-year school. (83) (84) Indeed, community college students receiving Promise are more likely to 
transfer to four-year universities than similar non-Promise peers. (36) However, research shows that 
students who transfer from community colleges struggle to finish and are less likely to earn their 
bachelor’s than those who begin at four-year schools. (85) (86) (87) (88) Only 48% of Tennessee 
students who began community college in 2015 and transferred to a four-year school earned their 
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bachelor’s degree within six years. (89) Tennessee has worked to reduce one known barrier—creating 
pathways that guarantee community college credits will transfer to four-year universities. (90) 
 

“Total Cost of Attendance” 
Federal requirements for “total cost of attendance” and financial aid may affect how schools 
estimate costs and contribute to students' sticker shock, confusion, or unexpected costs. Under 
federal rules, a student’s financial aid package—which includes any gift aid and some federal student 
loans—cannot exceed the total cost of attendance estimated by the school they attend. (19) (44) (44) 
Meanwhile, the loan default rates of a school’s graduates can affect an institution’s eligibility for Pell 
Grants. (91) As a result, a school may overestimate costs to ensure their students have enough funds to 
cover any expenses they encounter. In contrast, others may take a more conservative approach to keep 
people from taking out student loans they cannot repay. These practices may contribute to sticker shock 
or shortfalls when students encounter costs that exceed these estimates. (12) (92) 
 
External Cost Pressures 
Outside pressures—like those in the housing market—can increase student costs and create 
challenges for colleges and universities. Housing constitutes about a quarter of Tennessee's average 
estimated cost of attending a public college or university (Figure 3). In 2020, only 18% of U.S. college 
students lived on campus, and 48% reported that the options in the local housing market near their 
university were unaffordable. (93) (94) Indeed, housing prices have increased rapidly in recent years in 
parts of Tennessee as the home supply has failed to keep up with growing demand. This has been 
connected to many students opting for on-campus housing, leading to housing shortages for universities 
statewide. These schools have reportedly leased hotels, apartment complexes, and nearby residences to 
fill the housing shortages faced by their students. (95) (96) (97) (98) 
 

Parting Words 
Post-secondary education can provide opportunities for students to climb the socioeconomic ladder, and 
Tennessee has put significant effort over the last decade into expanding these opportunities. As a result, 
Tennessee students have many resources available to help fund their education, but those resources can 
still fall short of covering students’ total needs. This report sheds light on students' true costs and 
complexities and the risks and trade-offs some options may involve.   
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Appendix Table A1. Tennessee Scholarships Eligibility and Requirements 

Scholarship or Award Individual Eligibility  
Merit-
Based 
Criteria 

Income 
Criteria Other Requirements Annual Amount Applicable Costs Ongoing 

Eligibility Criteria 

Tennessee Student 
Assistance Award 

TN and U.S. resident not in 
default on previous student 
loans and has not already 

received a bachelor’s 
degree 

n/a 
Federal 

Student Aid 
Index (SAI) 

<= 3500 

Complete FAFSA 

first-come, first-
serve - up to 

$4,000 per year, 
depending on 

school type and 
household income 

Applies to any 
education-related 

expense 
Annual application 

HOPE Scholarship 

TN and U.S. resident 
entering freshman year at 
an eligible post-secondary 
institution 16 months after 
graduating from an eligible 

TN high school 

3.0 GPA or 
21 ACT n/a Complete FAFSA 

Up to $5,700 per 
year, depending 
on school type 

and student year  

Applies to any 
costs of 

attendance 

2.75 GPA after 
completing 24-48 
course hours; 3.0 
after 72 course 

hours 

Aspire Award Meet HOPE scholarship 
requirements 

3.0 GPA or 
21 ACT 

Household 
Income <= 
$36,000 

Complete FAFSA 

Up to $7,200 per 
year, depending 
on school type, 

student year, and 
household income  

Applies to any 
costs of 

attendance 

Meet HOPE 
ongoing criteria 

General Assembly 
Merit Scholarship 

(GMAS) 
Meet HOPE scholarship 

requirements 
3.75 GPA 
or 29 ACT n/a Complete FAFSA 

Up to $6,700 per 
year, depending 
on school type 

and student year  

Applies to any 
costs of 

attendance 

Meet HOPE 
ongoing criteria 

HOPE Non-Traditional TN and U.S resident n/a 
Individual 
Income <= 
$36,000 

Qualify as an 
independent student 

on FAFSA 

Up to $5,700 per 
year depending on 

school type, 
student year, and 

income  

Applies to any 
costs of 

attendance 

Meet HOPE 
ongoing criteria 

HOPE Foster Care 
Grant 

Meet HOPE Scholarship 
requirements and was in 

state custody any time when 
the individual was 13 or 

older 

n/a n/a 
HOPE Requirements 
and certification from 

DCS 

“Last dollar” cost 
of attendance 

grant per year for 
individuals who 
entered state 

custody after age 
13 in Tennessee 

Applies only to 
tuition and 

mandatory fees 

Meet HOPE 
ongoing criteria 
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Scholarship or Award Individual Eligibility 
Merit-
Based 
Criteria 

Income 
Criteria Other Requirements Annual Amount Other 

Restrictions 
Ongoing 

Eligibility Criteria 

Tennessee Promise 
TN and U.S. resident, 
graduate from a TN, 

bordering, or home high 
school 

n/a n/a 

Complete application, 
attend meeting(s), 

complete community 
service, enroll in the 
fall directly following 

high school 
graduation  

“Last Dollar” 
tuition and fee 
scholarship for 

community college  

Applies only to 
tuition and 

mandatory fees 

2.0 GPA with min 
of 12 course 

hours/semester, 8 
hours of 

community service 
per semester 

Tennessee Reconnect 
TN and U.S. resident w/o a 

bachelor’s degree and not in 
default on student loan  

n/a n/a 

Qualify as an 
independent student 
on FAFSA or at least 

23 years old 

“Last dollar” tuition 
and fee 

scholarship for 
community college  

Applies only to 
tuition and 

mandatory fees 

2.0 GPA with min 
of 6 course 

hours/semester 

Dual Enrollment 

High school junior/senior 
attempting course at an 
eligible 2-year or 4-year 

post-secondary institution; 
high school freshman or 

higher attempting courses at 
a TCAT 

n/a n/a 

Meet admissions 
requirements of a 
post-secondary 

institution providing 
dual enrollment credits 

Up to $600 per 
course 

Applies only to 
tuition and 

mandatory fees 

Dual enrollment 
GPA of 2.0 

Middle College 
Scholarship 

TN and U.S resident, high 
school age 

3.0 GPA by 
sophomore 
year of high 

school 

n/a Complete application 
$4,000 per year 
for community 

college 

Applies only to 
tuition and 

mandatory fees 

Annual 
application, 3.0 
GPA, full-time 

status 

Ned McWherter 
Scholars TN and U.S resident 

3.75 GPA 
and 32 
ACT 

n/a Complete application $6,000 per year 
Applies to any 

costs of 
attendance 

3.0 GPA at full-
time status 

Helping Heroes Grant 

Honorably discharged from 
TN National Guard or U.S. 
military after call to service 

of the U.S., not in default on 
any student loans, and not 

previously earned a 
bachelor’s degree 

n/a n/a 
Awarded select 

qualifying service 
medals 

Up to $2,000 per 
year depending on 

course hours 

Applies only to 
tuition and 

mandatory fees 

Annual 
application, 

maintain 
“satisfactory 
academic 
progress” 

TN Step Up 
TN resident, has intellectual 
disabilities, completed high 

school, meets HOPE 
scholarship requirements 

n/a n/a 

Have an individualized 
education program 

(IEP) for students with 
special needs 

Up to $5,700 per 
year, depending 
on school type 

and student year 

Applies to any 
costs of 

attendance 
Annual application 

Note: Excludes four scholarships for undergraduates, each with 14 or fewer recipients in 2023-24. GAMS is the General Assembly Merit Scholarship.  
Sources: Tennessee Higher Education Commission, Tennessee Student Assistance Corporation, and the Tennessee Education Lottery System (23) (24) (25) (26) 
(27) (28) (29) (30) (22) (31) (32) (33) (34) 




