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“CULTIVATING A 
CULTURE THAT 
ENCOURAGES 
EMPLOYEES TO 
ATTAIN A COLLEGE 
DEGREE HAS A 
THREEFOLD BENEFIT: 
IT GROWS THE 
ORGANIZATIONAL 
TALENT BASE, 
ENCOURAGES 
RETENTION OF GREAT 
TEAM MEMBERS, AND 
IT HELPS OUR STATE.”
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MIKE KRAUSE
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The Middle Tennessee Reconnect Community, an initiative of the Nashville Area Chamber 

of Commerce, is a regional organization dedicated to supporting every adult in the 

area who aspires to earn a college degree. The initiative works to ensure each adult 

has access to the resources and supports necessary to begin or finish his or her college 

degree. This program is part of Drive to 55, a statewide effort to increase postsecondary 

attainment among adults in Tennessee. The Middle Tennessee Reconnect Community is 

supported through Tennessee Reconnect, the state’s strategy to help adults enter higher 

education to gain new skills and advance in the workplace. Additionally, the Middle 

Tennessee Reconnect Community is part of the cohort of Lumina Foundation’s Community 

Partnership for Attainment, funding for which supported this study.

The Middle Tennessee Reconnect Community’s advisors engage community organizations 

and employers to provide adults with advising, support, and a personalized path to and 

through college. This community is working to assess the needs of adults in the workforce 

to tailor higher education solutions appropriately. Along with three Workforce Development 

Boards across the region, the Middle Tennessee Reconnect Community is working with 

Reconnect Advisors to provide adults with advising and mentoring. These services create 

a path back to college for individuals who have completed some college but did not earn a 

degree, as well as connecting adults who have never been to college, with the resources, 

information and tools to enter and complete a certificate or degree. 

This report, based upon results from a Reconnect survey provided to 12 large Middle 

Tennessee organizations, stands as one component of a larger assessment of workforce 

needs in the Nashville area in relation to completion of higher education. The report is 

based on a survey process that provides a baseline measurement of attainment across 

the area and will inform and guide the Middle Tennessee Reconnect Community in how to 

best serve the Reconnectors as they pursue their education.

The Middle Tennessee Reconnect Community has created an Employer Toolkit, designed 

to support employers as they identify areas of opportunity to support employees who want 

to return to school to complete a degree or credential. In printed form, and housed online, 

the Employer Toolkit (midtnreconnect.org/employer) provides practical programming 

suggestions, sample policies for consideration and implementation, and helpful links to 

information and research related to workplace support of adults returning to school.

The results outlined in this report provide a synopsis of the educational attainment of 

respondents, barriers to furthering educational attainment, and best practices to engage 

and support employees pursuing and completing a degree or certificate program. The 

report is intended to provide employers with key insights, information and guidance in 

its potential role to support employees as they advance their skills through additional 

education. 

METHODOLOGY

This study relies on standard survey research design and methodology. The Nashville Area 

Chamber's Research Center directed a survey process in collaboration with the Middle 

Tennessee Reconnect Community. In total, 12 major area employers participated in the 

survey, including AIG, Convergys, Correct Care Solutions, General Motors, HCA, Louisiana-

Pacific (LP), Metro Government of Nashville, Middle Tennessee Electric Membership 

Corporation (MTEMC), Schwan Cosmetics USA, SERVPRO, Tennessee Department of 

Transportation (TDOT), and U.S. Smokeless Tobacco Co.

The survey instrument was tested and distributed electronically to employees of each 

participating organization directly through employers. Organizations requested employees 

participate, without providing incentives or disincentives for response or maintaining 

any records of response. Survey distribution at all but one of the 12 employers occurred 

through use of the Qualtrics survey tool, which generated an anonymous link embedded in 

an email message to each employee. Two employers provided paper copies of the survey to 

its workers, with results then tabulated by the survey administrators.

The survey was available throughout the survey window of July 6 through September 14, 

2016, based on each employer’s survey schedule. A total of 8,142 employees completed 

the survey out of 34,100, for a response rate of 24 percent. 
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The respondent pool displayed a useful representation 

of employees and a strong cross-section of the regional 

workforce. There were more female respondents than male, 

with 52 percent female and 46 percent male. Two percent 

of respondents chose not to reveal gender. 

Approximately half of respondents were age 35-54, with 

about one in five in the pre-retirement ages 55-64, and one 

in five in the younger 25-34 age range. Among employers 

deploying the survey, there were varying shares of workers 

across age ranges. For instance, persons under the age 

of 35 ranged from 20 percent to 75 percent of the total 

workforce for each of the 12 participating employers. With 

a substantial number of Baby Boomers in the workforce 

approaching retirement age, it is increasingly important 

for employers to focus greater attention on the generational 

composition of the current workforce. Worker replacement 

for retirees will remain a critical workforce issue in Middle 

Tennessee, and elsewhere, in the coming years. To prepare 

the current workforce for future needs, the region must 

focus attention to quickly elevating the educational and 

skills levels of younger workers. Tennessee Reconnect, 

thus, serves as a new and important conduit for achieving 

more rapid gains in this area. 

Many respondents (75 percent) self-identified as white, 

with 14 percent of respondents identifying as black or 

African American. Six percent of respondents opted not to 

identify a race or ethnicity. Among the 14 counties in the 

joint metro region, according to 2015 U.S. Census data, 63 

percent of the population is white, 31 percent is black or 

African American and 7 percent is Hispanic/Latino. Within 

Davidson County, 57 percent of the population is white, 

27 percent is black or African American, 10 percent is 

Hispanic/Latino, and 3 percent is Asian. 

Figure 3 shows that more than a quarter of employees 

do not have a degree or certification in higher education. 

These individuals with a high school diploma or some 

college/no degree are the target group for Tennessee 

Reconnect. Across employers, the rate of individuals with 

less than a four-year degree ranged from 14 percent to 89 

percent of respondents. An additional 13 percent between 

a high-level career credential and a two-year degree 

may also be interested in pursuing additional education 

through the Tennessee Reconnect program.

Individuals described in Figure 3 can advance in their 

careers by completing additional education. Individuals 

with some college, but no degree, and individuals with a 

high school diploma or equivalency as their highest level 

of education, can take advantage of new support through 

the governor’s Drive to 55 initiative. These individuals are 

prime candidates for Tennessee Reconnect. Earning a 

high-level postsecondary credential, two-year or four-year 

degree would provide individuals with new skills in their 

current work and possibly further their careers. Tennessee 

Colleges of Applied Technology across the state award 

Reconnect Grants to adults who want to earn a technical 

degree or certificate. These grants, combined with federal 

student aid and state-funded lottery scholarships, ensure 

adults can earn a certificate tuition-free.

Figure 4 shows about a third (35 percent) of respondents 

earn less than $50,000 annually. However, among 

individuals who have earned less than a two-year degree, 

nearly half of respondents (48 percent) earn less than 

$50,000. Demonstrating to individuals the correlation 

between education level and income is an important 

component of successfully encouraging workers to pursue 

further studies. 

Forty percent of respondents have worked for their current 

employer for more than 10 years. Figure 6 shows us 16 

percent of respondents earned a degree while working 

for their current employers. This varied among employers 

from a low of 2 percent to a high of 24 percent. There 

is a consistent high correlation between persons who 

pursued additional education while working for their 

current employer and the amount of time with their current 

employer. The Middle Tennessee Reconnect Community is 

able to partner with employers to reach a broader group 

of employees who would benefit from earning a certificate 

or a two- or four-year degree. Of individuals who earned 

a degree while working for their current employer, two-

thirds have worked for their current employer for at least 

10 years. 

Of employees who earned degrees while working for their 

current employer, many pursued a four-year degree, 

master’s degree, or professional degree. Only 4 percent 

earned a high school diploma or high-level career 

certificate, and 15 percent earned a two-year degree. Yet, 

as mentioned, 30 percent of all respondents have less 

than a two-year degree, resulting in a proportionately 

larger share of individuals with a two-year degree or 

higher continuing to more advanced levels of education. 

The share of persons with less than a two-year degree 

completion ranged from 12 percent to 77 percent among 

the participating employers. This creates an opportunity 

for the Middle Tennessee Reconnect Community to partner 

with employers in the region to assist a broader set of 

individuals who are working but need additional support 

to complete a high-level certificate program, or a two-year 

or four-year degree.

RESPONDENT 
PROFILE
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FIGURE 5. 
TIME EMPLOYED 
WITH EMPLOYER

< 1 year (16%)

1-3 years (21%)

4-6 years (12%)

7-10 years (9%)

10 years or more (40%)

I prefer not to say (1%)

FIGURE 6. 
DEGREE(S) EARNED 

RELATIVE TO 
EMPLOYMENT 

WITH CURRENT 
EMPLOYER

Not yet earned a college degree 
or career credential (29%)

Earned degree(s) before working 
for current employer (55%)

Earned degree(s) while employed 
with current employer (16%)

FIGURE 4. 
ANNUAL 
INCOME

< $10,000 (1%)

$10,000-$24,999 (5%)

$25,000-$49,999 (29%)

$50,000-$74,999 (27%)

$75,000-$99,999 (14%)

$100,000 or more (14%)

I prefer not to say (10%)

FIGURE 1.
AGE

18-24 (5%)

25-34 (21%)

35-44 (23%)

45-54 (27%)

55-64 (19%)

65+ (2%)

I prefer not to say (3%)

FIGURE 2.
RACE OR 

ETHNICITY

White (75%)

Black/African American (14%)

I prefer not to say (6% ) 

Hispanic/Latino (2%)

Asian (1%)

Other (1%)

FIGURE 3. 
HIGHEST LEVEL 
OF EDUCATION 

COMPLETED 

High school diploma/GED/HiSET (9%)

Some college, but no degree (17%)

High-level career credential or certificate (3%)

Associate (10%)

Bachelor’s (37%)

Master’s degree (19%)

Professional degree or Ph.D. (4%)
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Individuals who earned a degree while employed with their current employer are more likely to have been working for their current employer for more than 10 years. These findings could 

address employer concerns that paying for employee education leads to attrition once an employee earns a degree. Recent studies, like those conducted by Lumina Foundation, show 

employers experience a return on investment of up to 126 percent when they create workplace programs that support educational attainment. Employers supporting attainment may also see 

a reduction in turnover, increased promotions from within, and increased loyalty over time.

Overall, younger workers tend to have higher levels of education than older respondents in the survey. Still, approximately one in five workers under age 35 has not completed a postsecondary 

certificate or degree. Those that have completed a two-year degree or less present much opportunity for further education; those ages 25-34, this represents 59 percent of that age cohort.

50

FIGURE 7. HIGHEST LEVEL OF EDUCATION FOR INDIVIDUALS WHO 
EARNED A DEGREE WHILE WORKING FOR CURRENT EMPLOYER

472 352 162 39 24 18

Professional 
degree or 

Ph.D. 

Master’s 
degree 

Bachelor’s 
degree

Associate 
degree

High-level 
career 

credential 
or 

certificate

Some 
college, 
but no 
degree 

High 
school 

diploma/
GED/
HiSET 

FIGURE 8. NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS WHO EARNED A DEGREE WHILE WORKING 
AT CURRENT EMPLOYER BY LONGEVITY AT CURRENT EMPLOYER

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 10+

Less than 1 
year (19)

1-3 years (103) 4-6 years (116) 7-10 years (121) More than 
10 years 

(743)
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Davidson
42%

Cheatham
2%

Robertson
3%

Montgomery
3%

Maury
3%

Wilson
6%

Sumner 
8%

Rutherford 
9%

Williamson 
12%

FIGURE 9. RESPONDENTS’ COUNTY OF RESIDENCE

Other counties
4%

Almost 3,000 respondents, or 42 percent of the total 

sample, reside in Davidson County. Other respondents live 

in the core counties of the Nashville region that comprise 

the Middle Tennessee Reconnect Community. Some 9 

percent of workers lived outside the 15 counties included 

in the Nashville region, with TDOT workforce representing 

64 percent of those selecting “other” in response to 

the question about the 15 counties. Counties listed in 

the “other” option include Bedford, Bradley, Cannon, 

Coffee, Cumberland, Hamilton, Knox, Lawrence, Macon, 

Marshall, Putnam, Sevier, Shelby, Smith, and Trousdale, 

among others. Employees living in Middle Tennessee have 

several nonprofit public and private institutions to choose 

from, as they return to or begin a postsecondary degree 

or credential. Creating a pathway to these opportunities 

is crucial if the region is to reach the goal of 55 percent 

attainment.

FIGURE 10. PERCENTAGE OF RESPONDENTS WITH SOME COLLEGE BUT 
NO DEGREE BY NUMBER OF YEARS SINCE LAST CLASS

2005 and earlier 2015 In the last year201420132012201120102009200820072006

50% of respondents (677 people)

15% of 
respondents
(199 people)

15% of respondents
(210 people)

20% of respondents
(270 people)

The length of time since employees participated in any college classes provides insight into the types 

of supports an adult would need to enter and complete a degree or certificate program. More than half 

of those who have some college, but no degree, have not taken a class in a decade or more. In recent 

years, many aspects of higher education, including the widespread introduction of online learning, have 

changed the nature of college and may require additional adaptation and support for newcomers.

The majority of respondents indicated knowledge of next steps to completing a degree or credential. While 

this is a positive sign, one in 10 respondents indicate they do not know what the steps are in returning 

to school. Higher education has transformed in recent years, and adults who never attended, or who 

have not attended in several years, feel intimidated by the process. Additionally, with the widespread 

introduction of online learning, many adults do not feel prepared to enter, or re-enter, school. Among 

employers, uncertainty about next steps ranged from 4 percent to 13 percent of workers. Employers are in 

a unique position to assist employees in navigating the path to school and through to graduation with a 

postsecondary degree or credential. 
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Understand what is needed to 
further education (90%)

Do not understand what is needed 
to further education (10%)

FIGURE 11. RESPONDENTS’ UNDERSTANDING OF NEXT 
STEPS REQUIRED TO FURTHER THEIR EDUCATION

FIGURE 12. HIGHEST LEVEL OF EDUCATION ATTAINED BY AGE GROUP

17% OF 
INDIVIDUALS 
PURSUING A 
TWO-YEAR 
DEGREE ARE 
UNSURE OF 
THE NEXT 
STEPS 
REQUIRED.

Overall, younger workers tend to have higher levels of 

education than older respondents in the survey. Still, 

approximately one in five workers under age 35 has 

not completed a postsecondary certificate or degree. 

Additionally, those that have completed a two-year degree 

or less present much opportunity for further education; 

among those ages 25-34, this represents 59 percent of 

that age cohort.

Individuals ages 55-64 comprise nearly a quarter of 

respondents with a two-year degree or less. Those ages 

45-54 make up nearly one-third of individuals with a 

high school diploma, and those with a two-year degree 

as their highest educational attainment. Approximately 

half of people with either some college but no degree 

or with only a certificate are between the age of 35 and 

54. These workers often possess considerable longevity 

and experience with an employer. Identifying programs 

that match employer needs, and encouraging employees 

to complete these programs, will enhance the workforce 

and develop a pool of experienced and academically 

qualified applicants that will meet future workforce 

needs. Because there are only 31 individuals, or less 

than 1 percent of the sample, with less than a high 

school diploma, this group is not included here or in the 

remainder of the report.
High school diploma/

GED/HiSET

Some college, 

no degree

High-level career 

credential or certificate

18-24

25-34

35-44

45-54

55-64

65+

I prefer not to say

565 respondents

1,249 respondents

235 respondents
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NEARLY THREE-
QUARTERS OF 
INDIVIDUALS WITH 
SOME COLLEGE, BUT 
NO DEGREE, OR A 
HIGH-LEVEL CAREER 
CREDENTIAL, WERE 
INTERESTED IN 
PURSUING A TWO-
YEAR DEGREE.
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ALMOST 50% 
OF INDIVIDUALS 
WITH A CAREER 
CREDENTIAL 
OR CERTIFICATE 
AS THEIR 
HIGHEST LEVEL 
OF EDUCATION 
ARE UNDER 45 
YEARS OLD. 

FIGURE 13. HIGHEST LEVEL OF EDUCATION ATTAINED BY ANNUAL INCOME

$25,000 - $49,999

$50,000 - $99,999

$100,000 or more

High school diploma/

GED/HiSET

Some college, but no 

degree 

High-level career 

credential or 

certificate 

Associate Bachelor’s Master’s degree Professional degree 

or Ph.D. 

There is also an association between higher earnings and increased education. Sixty-three percent of individuals 

with a high school diploma or equivalency in this study earn under $50,000 annually, while nearly half of 

individuals with a professional degree or Ph.D. earn more than $100,000, and only 7 percent earn less than 

$50,000. The opportunity for increased income plays an important role in workers’ decisions to pursue additional 

education, though lack of clarity or understanding about advancement in this regard acts as a deterrent.

1 0

47%

20%

2%

41%

33%

3%

39%

34%

5%

34%

43%

5%

26%

47%

15% 16%

44%

27%

6%

34%

49%



FIGURE 14. PREFERENCES OF INDIVIDUALS INTERESTED IN 
ADDITIONAL EDUCATION BY HIGHEST LEVEL COMPLETED*

Some college, no degree

High-level career credential or certificate 

Associate degree

Bachelor's degree

Master's degree

MORE THAN 
65% OF 
INDIVIDUALS 
SURVEYED 
AT ALL 
LEVELS OF 
EDUCATION 
WERE 
INTERESTED 
IN PURSUING 
A HIGH-
LEVEL 
CAREER 
CREDENTIAL. 

1 1

High-level 
career credit

Associate
degree

Bachelor’s
degree

Master’s
degree

Professional
degree or Ph.D.

73%

73%

76%

69%

77%

54%

38%

57%

68%

32%

23%

31%

35%

49%

73%

81%

74%

75%

73%

*Respondents could select more than one education level of interest.
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FIGURE 15. INTEREST IN PURSUING ADDITIONAL EDUCATION BY AGE

Younger workers more frequently expressed 

interest in pursuing additional education, 

with a diminishing interest for each degree 

by age group, especially those who are over 

55. As noted later, one major barrier is family 

commitments, which often are more significant 

later in life. Also, individuals were less likely 

to feel like a degree was worth the time and 

monetary investment as they approach pre-

retirement. 

Individuals in lower income ranges more 

frequently expressed an interest in pursuing 

additional certification. Likewise, higher-

earning individuals show a subsiding interest 

in further education. This would be one way of 

ascertaining the intensity of interest among 

the entire set of respondents. Because only 

1 percent of respondents earned less than 

$10,000 per year, this category was excluded. 77% OF 
RESPONDENTS 
WITH A 
TWO-YEAR 
DEGREE WERE 
INTERESTED 
IN PURSUING 
A FOUR-YEAR 
DEGREE.

18-24  (80%)

25-34  (71%)

35-44  (65%)

45-54  (58%)

55-64  (39%)

65+  (28%)



The Reconnect survey process provides an important, first-ever, broad-based examination of 

the patterns and issues present in the regional workforce relating to continuing with higher 

education. A summary of survey responses points to the following key findings: 

of respondents have less than a 

two-year degree. As complexity 

increases in many occupations, 

higher levels of education and 

reliance on industry-recognized 

certificates and ongoing training 

will grow in importance.

30%

(1,381 individuals) report 

completion of some college without 

earning a degree. This share varies 

from 11 percent to 42 percent 

among the participating employers.

17%

Of those with some college but no 

degree, nearly 50 percent have 

completed between three and 30 

credit hours of college, while 11 

percent have completed more than 

90 credit hours. These individuals 

represent the core of the target 

group for Tennessee Reconnect. 

50%

of respondents report completion 

of high school or equivalency as 

their highest level of education, 

numbering 715 individuals. 

Increasingly, some types of 

postsecondary education and 

training will be a part of most 

occupations, as well as providing 

the needed leverage for individuals 

to advance in career ladders within 

each employment setting.

9%

Adults have some high school, but 

no diploma. Along with encouraging 

persons with some college to 

return to completion, the region’s 

workforce solutions must include 

efforts to foster higher educational 

attainment among all groups, 

particularly those lacking high 

school completion.

30

of people who earned a degree 

did so while employed with their 

current employer. Commitment 

by employers to additional 

education of their workforce 

offers an important demonstration 

of investment that benefits both 

parties.

16%

Adults, or 9 percent of the total, 

are currently enrolled in a program 

leading to a career credential or an 

undergraduate or graduate program. 

629

report they know what they need 

to do to further their education. 

Ensuring those one in 10 workers 

who need more assistance get 

aligned with resources – along 

with guiding those who may have 

occasional or minimal need for 

help – is a key goal of the Middle 

Tennessee Reconnect Community, 

in partnership with employers 

throughout the region.

>90%
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“EMPLOYERS WHO INVEST 
IN THEIR WORKERS BENEFIT 
FINANCIALLY WHILE ALSO 
HELPING THE COUNTRY 
MEET ITS FUTURE TALENT 
DEMANDS. THIS IS A WIN-
WIN FOR COMPANIES AND 
OUR LARGER SOCIETY.” 

1 4

JAMIE MERISOTIS
PRESIDENT AND CEO
LUMINA FOUNDATION 



In the survey, respondents were asked about their level of interest in pursuing different 

levels of education, reasons for additional education, and the barriers to pursuing 

education. Additionally, they were asked about programs and support that would help in 

completion of a certificate or a degree. 

Although 16 percent of individuals surveyed have completed a degree while working 

for their current employer, many continue to express an interest in pursuing additional 

education. Leveraging the employment situation of individuals to create interest in a more 

educated workforce is part of the overall strategy of Tennessee Reconnect. This survey 

process serves an important role in determining ways to best implement resources in areas 

of greatest need and interest between employers and their workers. The employers surveyed 

tend to have a high retention rate, with more than 40 percent of employees working for their 

current employer for more than 10 years. This rate ranged from 3 percent to 57 percent 

among all the participating employers in the survey. Facilitating educational attainment 

can benefit workers and employers alike, including enhancing employee capabilities 

and productivity, higher rates of promotion, transfers and retention, and lower rates of 

absenteeism. Likewise, lower earners correlate closely with those having less education, 

again highlighting the messaging that can motivate workers to seek assistance as needed 

to pursue degree and certificate completions. 

The institutional capacity of the higher education community of the Nashville area provides 

a foundation for realizing the goals of Tennessee Reconnect. With more than 18 public 

and private nonprofit higher education partners in the region, the institutional capacity of 

higher education is prepared to meet the needs of the workforce. While existing programs 

can meet the needs of many employers, higher education is prepared and willing to create 

flexible programs that meet the needs of the ever-changing workforce.  Enrolling more than 

110,000 students and generating some 16,500 graduates annually, the complement of 

college and universities is at the forefront of innovation in course and content delivery. The 

range of credentials offered includes:

• Short-term certificates are earned at Tennessee Colleges of Applied Technology. 

Often completed in six months or less, these programs exist to train job seekers 

for a career and help businesses build a skilled workforce. Local industry demand 

determines programming offered at each of the TCATs in the region. 

• Two-year college degree

• Four-year college degree

• Specialist degree

• Master’s degree

• Doctoral degree

• Professional degree

There is need for training and completion associated with each of the levels of education 

in a large and diverse economy like Middle Tennessee. The greatest needs are in 

certificates, two-year, and four-year degrees. There are areas of high demands regarding 

chronic shortages of workers, emerging fields where training programs are few or recent, 

and conditions arising from heightened levels of retirement due to an aging workforce. 

Economic growth in the region has resulted in record levels of job gains and very low levels 

of unemployment. The consequences from these have created a tight labor market that 

is likely to persist for many years as the Baby Boom workforce retires, with fewer younger 

workers available to serve as replacements. Intensifying these challenges are the rapid 

transformations in added skills, education and training required for many occupations. As 

an example, a focus on "middle-skill" occupations, those requiring greater than high school 

but less than four-year college training, is one of many needs for sustaining the workforce 

of the Nashville region. Employers have become and will continue to be highly engaged 

with furthering educational attainment in their respective workforces. Those that are most 

involved in the issues and the programs that can help advance their own and the region’s 

workforce goals will be those that are likely to realize the most meaningful gains from those 

efforts, and will build their own talent pipelines.

INTEREST IN ADDITIONAL EDUCATION

Regarding employee interest in pursuing additional education, respondents were asked if 

they were “extremely, moderately, somewhat, slightly, or not at all interested” for each of 

the following levels of education: 

• High school diploma/GED/HiSET; 

• Two-year degree; 

• Four-year degree; 

• Master’s degree; 

• Professional degree or Ph.D. 

In this study, the responses “extremely interested,” “moderately interested” and “somewhat 

interested” collectively are used to signify interest in pursuing additional education. 

Because a rather small percentage of individuals in this study have less than a high school 

education, the “high school diploma/GED/HiSET” option was excluded from the results. 

The following table shows the frequency of interest by the level of education of respondents. 

Table 4 provides a summary of the intensity of interest that individual respondents 

have in pursuing additional education based on their current highest level of education 

attained. Not surprisingly, and with considerable importance for the resources of Tennessee 

Reconnect, those with some college and no degree constitute a sizable pool of workers 

who desire additional education at multiple levels. Around three-quarters of individuals 

with some college but no degree are interested in pursuing a career certificate, a two-year 

degree, or a four-year degree. Another group of workers with high interest in continuing their 

education are those with a two-year degree who would like to pursue a four-year degree or 

high-level career credential.

FINDINGS
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FIGURE 16. INTEREST IN PURSUING ADDITIONAL 
EDUCATION BY ANNUAL INCOME

FIGURE 17. REASONS FOR PURSUING ADDITIONAL DEGREES

REASONS TO PURSUE ADDITIONAL EDUCATION

Respondents were asked their top reasons for pursuing additional education and could select as many 

reasons as they found to be important for their situation. There is a strong consistency of those reasons 

cited across motivations for pursuing all levels of education. Personal satisfaction, higher earning 

potential and job promotion lead the list of reasons selected for continuing education. It is interesting 

to note that employees percieve the importance of a degree or credential, once they are hired, is very 

low. This may be an opportunity for employers to begin to build a strategy around building a workplace 

that expects and supports attainment, as well as providing feedback to schools about the type of 

training that is needed within the workplace.

Personal 
satisfaction

76%

Earn more 
money
70%

Job
promotion

67%

Set an 
example for

children
38%

Enter a 
new career 

field
31%

Expected in 
the workplace

Other

12% 5%

High-level career credential or certificate 

Associate degree

Bachelor’s degree

$10,000 - $24,999 $25,000 - $74,999 $75,000 - $100,000

JOB PROMOTION 
WAS MOST 
OFTEN LISTED 
AS A REASON TO 
PURSUE A HIGH-
LEVEL CAREER 
CREDENTIAL.
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BARRIERS TO EDUCATION

Despite strong interest in pursuing additional education, only 16 percent 

of respondents have completed a degree while employed with their 

current employer. The level varied from 2 percent to 24 percent among 

participating employers. Many barriers impede or prevent pursuit of 

further education, and fall within six over arching categories. 

BARRIERS TO PURSUING ADDITIONAL EDUCATION - GENERAL CATEGORIES

• Unclear path for promotion / career building

• Time constraints

• Costs and affordability

• Family commitments

• Interest / age

• Problematic coursework

Respondents were able to select all barriers that pertained to their 

experience, and were consistent across all degrees of interest. Tuition 

and fees remain a significant barrier, with nearly 90 percent of all 

interested individuals reporting cost as an inhibiting factor. While 

many employers offer tuition reimbursement, paying for tuition up 

front presents a significant barrier for some employees. Fees for 

supplies, books and labs are generally not covered by traditional 

tuition reimbursement programs. Barriers related to convenience in 

scheduling and the ability to manage educational tasks along with other 

responsibilities also dominated among the challenges expressed by 

workers responding. 

Barriers cited by those interested in two-year degrees were greater in 

number and magnitude than for those seeking other levels of education. 

Academic challenges were most notable. About one-third of respondents 

for all types of education interest mentioned they had simply lost interest 

at some point in the past. The Middle Tennessee Reconnect Community 

can assist employers to create messaging and supports to add clarity, 

assistance and encouragement to those individuals. 
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FIGURE 18. BARRIERS TO PURSUING DIFFERENT DEGREES

Costs and affordability

Time constraints

Family commitments

Problematic coursework

Interest or age

Unclear path for promotion 
or career building

81%

73%

53%

26%

24%

TUITION AND 
FEES WERE 
LISTED AS A 
BARRIER BY AT 
LEAST 81% OF 
RESPONDENTS 
FOR EACH 
EDUCATION 
LEVEL. 

More than 170 participants wrote in a response in the option for “other” barriers to fur-

ther education, with 19 percent acknowledging they felt too old or too close to retirement 

to see a return on investment in furthering their education. The major barriers can be 

identified in a few key groups, including time constraints, cost and affordability, difficulty 

with coursework, and unclear paths for career building. 

Tuition and fees, class conflicts with work schedules and overall inconvenience of class 

times, and conflicts with family commitments lead the list of barriers cited by those 

interested in pursuing a two-year degree. Additionally, return on investment and the 

appropriate degree choice appeared frequently as barriers. Some reasons named as 

“other” barriers included unclear paths for internal promotion, college coursework not 

transferring, and availability of suitable degree programs outside of work hours. Costs of 

college coursework, other household expenses such as children in college, and working 

as a single parent also appeared as barriers. There was some level of variation among 

barriers listed across employers, with some expressing workforce-related constraints like 

long or unpredictable hours, lack of employer recognition, or lack of availability of helpful 

degrees. 

Several similar preferences were expressed by respondents regarding resources needed to 

support education across types of degrees of interest. Help identifying tuition assistance 

was the most frequently named need, which is unsurprising since tuition was identified 

as the leading barrier to further education. The following table shows needs for program-

matic support. Tuition reimbursement appears as the dominant resource issue. 

Individuals interested in a two-year degree were the most likely to be interested in advice 

and guidance in finding an appropriate academic program, developing a customized 

plan of study and obtaining information about maximizing credit transfer. Individuals 

interested in four-year degrees typically were more likely to be interested in work-life 

balance advice. 

FIGURE 19. RESOURCES THAT WOULD ASSIST IN COMPLETING A DEGREE

Assistance in finding additional money to pay for college

Customized plans for successful degree completion

Work/life balance advice

Advice and guided searches to identify a program that’s right for me

Information about maximizing credit transfer and getting college credit for work/life experience

75%

49%

45%

44%

44%
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FIGURE 20. INTEREST IN PROGRAMMATIC SUPPORT

Tuition reimbursement

Flexible work schedule

Financial aid for books, lab fees, 
commuting costs, etc.

Knowing which degree/credential 
would help advance my career

Onsite classes that earn college credit

85%

72%

67%

50%

50%

The range of programmatic support opportunities is varied and, ultimately, is useful  for employers to consider when 

implementing new programs or enhancing existing programs. Across employers, respondents expressed struggles with 

funding education, and balancing work and other commitments with a desire to return to school. Survey participants 

suggested funding alternatives like  “up-front funding” or loans from employers, the availability of online education, and 

guidance on degrees to advance their careers.

Employer guidance on degrees and credentials needed by employees to increase productivity and fill skills gaps could 

motivate employees to pursue education that has the potential to advance their careers.

57% OF 
INDIVIDUALS 
INTERESTED IN 
A TWO-YEAR 
DEGREE WOULD 
LIKE ONSITE 
CLASSES. 
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Data and findings from this employee-based survey demonstrate a high level of interest  

— particularly from employees without a four-year bachelor’s degree — in pursuing 

additional education. Two main reasons cited for this interest, after personal satisfaction, 

are job promotion and earning more money. Meanwhile, the specific barrier most often 

cited was related to unclear advancement opportunities. Clarification of pathways by 

the employer could validate a return on investment of time and finances for employees, 

and address these issues in individualized or organizational ways. Responses regarding 

barriers, resources and programmatic support align in three main categories:

 

• Reducing risk: enhancing the sense that the financial return outweighs the cost 

of additional education.

• Flexibility: the opportunity for both employers and educational providers to 

expand options for completing school while working.

• Assistance: guidance and information to facilitate the process of returning 

to school. 

REDUCING RISK

Many employees are unaware or unsure of direct financial benefits associated with 

pursuing additional education. Many feel financial and time costs may exceed the 

potential compensation returns following degree completion. For some, there is a 

perception that additional education will not lead to additional compensation or promotion 

opportunities within specific areas or departments. Other respondents note they are 

simply unsure of the job opportunities associated with specific, additional certifications. 

Several respondents provided additional insights in the comments section, and addressed 

the perceived risk of furthering one’s education. Sample responses include:  “too 

political here – education doesn’t matter,” “no incentive,” and “potential for debt and 

not enough income after degree to pay it back.” Managing tuition and fees was cited by 

a substantial portion of workers as a barrier to returning to school or beginning a new 

program. Employer clarification and communication of the potential opportunities and 

financial rewards is key to removing this barrier. Employers can work closely with the 

Middle Tennessee Reconnect Community to strategically build programs to educate the 

workforce on educational finance options such as financial aid, grants, scholarships, and 

targeted programs that help adult learners gain credit for prior learning and shorten time 

to a degree. The Middle Tennessee Reconnect Community can also provide advisors who 

will assist employees in identifying options and overcoming concerns or misinformation. 

Further, any added clarity on opportunities following degree attainment can allay concerns 

about justifying perceived risks. 

FLEXIBILITY

Employees cited greater flexibility from both education providers and employers 

as something that would assist in attainment of a degree or high-level credential. 

Approximately 71 percent of respondents said flexible work schedules would help them 

return to school. Some noted specific situations where supervisors were not supportive 

of returning to school, and cited awareness of and commitment to flexibility as an issue 

relating to continuing education. Some also noted supervisors overtly blocked options 

for flexible work schedules. Other areas of flexibility identified were affordable evening 

childcare and formal “flex time” policies as useful strategies. The need for timely, 

appropriate online classes, weekend courses, and night classes that begin later than 4 

p.m. were also cited. Responses and comments show us that adults are seeking support 

and flexibility, both in the workplace and in educational institutions. This flexibility can 

take many forms, and will require employers and higher education institutions to seek 

partnerships with organizations like the Middle Tennessee Reconnect Community.

ASSISTANCE

The data shows us that employees need employers assistance in the selection of 

academic programs. Approximately half of all respondents expressed a need for support 

in identifying the right program and developing customized plans for completion. One 

respondent explained a need for “a clear and concise layout of how my workplace can 

facilitate my further education.” Individuals with some college, but no degree, particularly 

wanted to learn more about maximizing college credit transfer and earning college credit 

for work/life experience. 

Overall, financial issues were the most often cited barrier to resumption of studies. 

Salary incentives, promotions, and assistance with educational costs stand out as the 

most important issues employees cite in pursuing their educational future. Fostering 

an interest in returning to school and conveying information about future opportunities 

upon graduation were most often cited as the best ways an employer can assist an adult 

considering a return to higher education. 

There is an abundance of online, alternative, and flexible programs for employees to 

explore. The Middle Tennessee Reconnect Community can help employees find appropriate 

programs to match their needs. Additionally, Middle Tennessee Reconnect and regional 

college and university partners will work with employers to provide flexible, relevant 

coursework and programming, whether it is online, onsite, or in a classroom setting. 

DISCUSSION
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Employer participation is a key component in creating innovative polices related 

to education attainment in Middle Tennessee. Employers that support educational 

attainment can transform the lives of individuals and realize significant return on 

investment for every dollar invested in education. The use of these findings provides 

meaningful insight and direction for all employers participating in this survey process. 

Adults considering a return to higher education cite financing education as a major 

consideration. Adults surveyed also requested a defined and clear career pathway as a 

key component of their decision to return to school. As adults build their “educational 

reservoir,” career pathways help them stay the course because they see the payoff 

upon degree completion. Additionally, clear pathways help employers build talent for 

occupations requiring specialized skills and education that are often difficult to fill. 

Determining which degree or certificate to pursue and which skills are needed for 

available jobs are central topics that also help guide people making these important 

decisions. Clear pathways and guidance along the way also enhances employees’ 

work while they are in school. Employers begin to see a return on investment almost 

immediately because employees are able to bring their new knowledge and skills into the 

workplace. Not only is the employee’s life enhanced through education, but the employer 

receives a benefit as well. 

The Middle Tennessee Reconnect Community can help address the concerns brought forth 

in this study in the following ways:

• Assistance in training supervisors and those in management roles with 

techniques to support adults in the workplace who want to return to school to 

advance their career;

• Provide sample policies and guidance to employers who want to implement 

innovative policies that support employees returning to school, including flex time, 

mentoring and employer reimbursement;

• Onsite advisement: Reconnect Advisors can set up a Reconnect Cafe in the 

workplace to provide  education guidance in a convenient location for the 

workforce;

• Connect you with others in the region, and around the nation, who have created 

a workplace environment to support adults returning to school to share best 

practices;

• Provide lunch-hour seminars related to education, balancing priorities to return 

to school, financing education, and many more. These can be conducted in a 

location convenient for you over the lunch hour or during meetings. 

Guidance in charting career pathways and incorporating employees in these pathways 

can fundamentally change the path of an employee’s career. By providing additional 

support, an employer can play an important role in the employee making important career 

decisions and help build important skills and loyalty to the employer. 

CONCLUSIONS
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“WE’VE FOUND 
THOSE EMPLOYEES 
WHO PURSUE 
EDUCATION WHILE 
WORKING AT 
TDOT NOT ONLY 
APPRECIATE THE 
SUPPORT; THEY PUT 
THEIR NEWFOUND 
KNOWLEDGE TO 
WORK, MAKING 
THE DEPARTMENT 
EVEN STRONGER.”
RYAN SIMPSON
EDUCATION MANAGER
TENNESSEE DEPARTMENT 
OF TRANSPORTATION 



The Research Center of the Nashville Area Chamber focuses on topics and trends useful 

to understanding and expanding the economic vitality of the joint metro region. Chamber 

researchers provide analysis and reporting on current and emerging issues focused on 

real-world needs of business, communities and the region. 

The Research Center makes a priority of delivering turnkey research on a range of 

business, economic demographic, and related topics. Particular strengths in workforce 

research, demography, industry analysis, and extensive experience with mid-south 

and Tennessee business and economic patterns provide a robust team and setting for 

addressing the challenges of a dynamic and changing workforce. In all projects, research 

is application- and action-directed with an objective of serving real-life solutions and 

changes for business and industry. The Center staff spend time with clients to identify 

precise needs and opportunities to carefully construct projects that best capture the 

information sought.

If you are interested in learning more about research on specific topics or issues for 

your businesses, or county, contact Rebecca West at rwest@nashvillechamber.com or 

615-743-3060. The Nashville Chamber’s Research Center can help across multiple needs 

including identifying the root cause of a problem, developing tools for project evaluation, 

and evaluating opportunity in a field. 

DR. GARRETT HARPER

Dr. Garrett Harper serves as vice president of research for the Research Center at the 

Nashville Area Chamber of Commerce, a position he has held since 1990. Harper is past 

president of the American Chamber of Commerce Researchers Association and a Certified 

Community Researcher. He serves on the national steering committee of the U.S. Census 

American Community Survey Data Group and is active in a variety of academic and 

practitioner organizations. His research specializes in impact analysis, survey research, 

and market feasibility. A frequent speaker on business, economic and demographic 

topics, Harper has had his work featured in The Atlantic Cities, USA Today, The New York 

Times, The Wall Street Journal, The Carnegie Reporter, NPR and other media. Harper serves 

as an adjunct professor at several local colleges and universities. He holds a Ph.D. in 

international development, an M.P.H. in health administration and planning, an M.B.A. 

in health care marketing, an M.T.S. in theology, a J.D. in law, a certificate in Geographic 

Information Systems, and is completing an M.S.A.N.R. in agribusiness and natural 

resources. 

REBECCA WEST

Rebecca West serves as director of applied research. She began her Chamber career as 

manager of a small-business accelerator program called ScaleUp Nashville. Prior to her 

work with the Chamber, West worked in nonprofit management and started a nonprofit 

called L.E.T.S. Play. West has completed a M.A. in economic development, a M.A. in Latin 

American studies and a B.A. in theology. 

 
CHRIS ZIMMER

Chris Zimmer serves as manager of analytics and applied research for the Research 

Center at the Nashville Area Chamber of Commerce. In this role, he compiles demographic 

and economic data for a variety of studies on business, economics and the public sector. 

He is a graduate of Belmont University with a degree in business administration and 

marketing.

 
RILEY SCHOLER

Riley Scholer serves as coordinator of applied research in the Chamber's Research Center. 

A native of Lake Bluff, Ill., Scholer is a graduate of Vanderbilt University in public policy. 

ABOUT THE 
RESEARCH 
CENTER
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