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Middle Tennessee State University renewed its na-
tionally acclaimed efforts to retain and graduate stu-
dents over the next five years with its newest initia-
tive, Quest 2025.

MTSU President Sidney A. McPhee and Provost
Mark Byrnes announced the plan Wednesday during a
live broadcast on MTSU’s True Blue TV and its social
media platforms.

“We celebrate the next steps in strengthening our
commitment to a deeper, broader and more equitable
academic and student life experience that extends
learning well beyond graduation,” McPhee said. “This
launch underscores the university’s success in fulfill-
ing its mission to serve all students and, by extension,
its success serves our great state and its citizens who
are blessed to live and work in Tennessee.”

Quest 2025 will expand MTSU’s campus support
efforts from the original Quest for Student Success
that launched seven years ago. 

Byrnes highlighted five strategic priorities for Quest
2025:

h Develop a comprehensive faculty development
program to integrate high-impact practices in key
areas of curricula

h Eliminate achievement gaps and increase the di-
versity of faculty and staff

h Increase online, hybrid and off-site offerings,
adaptive scheduling and curricular flexibility

h Support a culture of service through all divisions
of the university

h Create more living-learning opportunities on
campus

Additional goals at MTSU

There are additional goals in the plan, too. Those in-
clude:

h Launching undergraduate and graduate degrees
that meet market demand for Tennessee

h Modifying graduate degrees to meet market de-
mand, including content and delivery of the degree
programs that will ensure access, equity and quality

h Revision of the summer schedule to make finan-
cial aid more accessible to students who wish to pur-
sue coursework in summer

h Development and redesign of courses to link
learning activities to students’ professional develop-
ment and civic engagement

h Incorporation of required high-impact learning
experience into every major

The university also plans to develop more residen-
tial living-learning spaces on campus, as well as ex-
tend business and corporate partnerships, and work
with local governments to create an “educational, cul-
tural and commercial district” near campus.

There will also be a focus on raising graduate enroll-
ment from the current 13% to at least 20% of the stu-
dent body.

Byrnes said committees will “map out the paths for
the university to reach these critical goals.”

“The plan for implementing Quest 2025 is ambi-

tious to be sure,” Byrnes said. “That is because Quest
2025 intersects with our Academic Master Plan (titled)
‘the Reach to Distinction’ and our Campus Master Plan
(for facilities).”

McPhee and Byrnes were joined by Associate Vice
Provost Vincent Windrow, who will oversee the plan’s
rollout, and MTSU student Will Rosser, who spoke on
how the student success efforts have helped him per-
sist despite the global pandemic.

‘Important initiative’ for success

“This is an incredibly important initiative in the life
of our institution,” Windrow said, “and it again will
help shape the student experience, the faculty experi-
ence and the staff experience for times moving for-
ward.”

Rosser, 20, a marketing major from Memphis and
an Office of Student Success peer mentor for fresh-
men, said he’s excited about the initiative launch and
he’s honored to represent the student body at the
event.

“I am excited MTSU is paying attention to me, to
faculty, to staff and to the campus. I’m excited that
MTSU understands my success is its success. I’m ex-
cited that thousands of students will reap the benefits
of all the effort that will go into implementing the
Quest. I’m excited that even during a pandemic, MTSU
has decided to move forward on this project. That’s
what leadership is all about,” Rosser said.

Rosser spoke about the pressure of attending col-
lege during the pandemic, but he’s grateful for MTSU’s
support during the difficult time.

“I know we’ll make it through this and whatever else
comes our way. My generation is strong. We have a
unique ability to adapt to most situations. We’ll be just
fine,” Rosser said.

Quest 2025 extends efforts that began with the
original Quest, which led to the establishment of the
Office of Student Success in Peck Hall and incorporat-
ed a more robust use of analytics to better identify at-
risk students early in their academic careers, and de-
velop more effective strategies for students.

Since the launch of the first Quest, MTSU’s institu-
tional fall-to-fall retention rate for first-time, full-time
freshmen increased from nearly 105 and the four-year
graduation rate increased 16.8 percentage points to
34.9%. Six-year graduation rates increased more than
50% and the university graduated just under 30,000
students.

“MTSU has never been one to back away from a
challenge,” McPhee said. “We created a comprehen-
sive, multi-layered approach to support MTSU stu-
dents. ... In so doing, we became a national model for
student success.” 

To view the entire Quest 2025 plan,visit mtsu.edu/
quest/docs/Quest2025.pdf.

Reach reporter Nancy DeGennaro at
degennaro@dnj.com and follow her on Twitter
@NanDeGennaro.

MTSU launches new graduation initiative 

MTSU Jones College of Business marketing major Will Rosser of Memphis shares his excitement with the
unveiling of Quest 2025, an expansion of the Office of Student Success’ original Quest for Student Success in
2013. In the Wednesday launch, Rosser said he is “excited that MTSU is paying attention to me, to faculty, to
staff and to the campus,” just part of his examples. J. INTINTOLI/MTSU

Quest 2025 to support students,
improve retention and grad rates
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During the final presidential debate at Belmont Uni-
versity on Thursday night, President Donald Trump
said the United States is “rounding a corner” on coro-
navirus.

Tennessee is not.
In reality, the state is accelerating toward a danger-

ous curve. 
The coronavirus continued to escalate statewide

last week, as Tennessee marches toward a third major
spike of the virus. The average number of new infec-
tions per day is now 50% higher than it was at the start
of the month. The state’s daily test positivity rate crept
above 10% — the White House considers the threshold
for a “red zone” state — three days in a row.

Tennessee recorded its 3,000th death from the vi-
rus on Wednesday, and two days later it set new rec-
ords for both infections, 3,606, and deaths, 65, in one
day.

Hospitalizations also increased to heights never
seen before. The situation is so alarming in Nashville
the city’s hospitals, normally competitors, issued a
joint statement warning about their dwindling capac-
ity for new patients.

But maybe the most telling sign of a worsening out-
break was a shift in tone.

Over the last eight months, Dr. William Schaffner, a
renown Vanderbilt expert, has been widely quoted on
coronavirus, always providing guidance in a calm, po-
lite and patient voice. Last week, at a press conference
urging Tennesseans to wear masks, Schaffner stopped
being so patient.

“We’ve talked about this being a war against this vi-
rus. Well, let’s think back together to a real war – World
War II. It went on for four years. The war against CO-
VID is not a short-term matter,” Schaffner said. “Back
then, there were real sacrifices. Young men went off to
war and weren’t home for years. … Wearing a mask is
not a sacrifice. It’s an inconvenience.

“Wear a mask. Stop whining. Get with the program.”
The Tennessee state government on Wednesday re-

leased its plan to disburse a coronavirus vaccine, al-
though officials confirmed they still did not know
when a vaccine would be available. Trump said at de-
bate that a vaccine was “weeks away,” repeating a
claim he made five weeks ago. When pressed, Trump
did not identify a specific vaccine and said he could
not guarantee his timeline.

Looking ahead, if the virus continues to worsen, ex-
pect pressure to build on Gov. Bill Lee to enact a state-
wide mask mandate. Despite the urgings of numerous
medical experts, Lee has refused to do so.

But the governor recently lost his biggest ally in this
stance. Although the White House once backed Lee’s
decision the White House now says “a statewide mask
mandate must be implemented.”

Will the governor do it? Probably not. But stranger
things have happened in 2020.

Brett Kelman is the health care reporter for The Ten-
nessean. He can be reached at 615-259-8287 or at
brett.kelman@tennessean.com. Follow him on Twitter
at @brettkelman.
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