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Executive Summary







Education remains one of the best predictors for a variety of adult outcomes, ranging from
employment and earnings to voting and health care.
Even as more and more Americans pursue postsecondary degrees, the gains in educational
attainment have not been broadly shared.
Low-income, black, and Hispanic students face disproportionately large barriers and
impediments to accessing and completing postsecondary credentials.
However, there are bright spots: Some systems are effectively supporting students “to and
through” their postsecondary pathways of choice with a range of supports and interventions.
Because higher education is primarily a regional issue, particularly for underserved students,
there is a unique opportunity for place-based collaboration efforts to amplify successes and
address barriers, bringing together stakeholders from both the K-12 and postsecondary sides.
Bellwether Education Partners has a track record of working on and writing about a breadth of
issues around postsecondary access and success, and we’re actively seeking partners to
expand the work into more locales.

The Challenge
In the middle part of the 20th century, Americans’ educational attainment climbed steadily as more and
more students completed high school and — often buoyed with federal programs like the G.I. Bill and
advances in the civil rights movement — moved into higher education. That educational progress
contributed to large and broadly shared economic gains. But while the value of education has only
increased over time, and education remains one of the best predictors of later-life success, degree
completion rates for low-income students — particularly for students from marginalized communities —
have continued to lag behind those of their wealthier peers. As college went from “optional” to
“expectation,” college completion rates for affluent students increased at far greater rates than they did
for students from lower-income families.
This reality has real and concrete implications for outcomes and opportunities for these students.
Millennials with bachelor’s degrees are less likely to be unemployed and less likely to live in poverty
than peers without. They also are projected to have 74 percent higher earnings over their lifetime than
peers with just a high school diploma.1 As the graph below shows, the earnings gap between young
adults (ages 25-32) with a high school diploma versus those with a college degree has more than
doubled since 1965, even after adjusting for inflation.2 This puts those without a postsecondary degree
at a greater economic disadvantage than ever before.

Anthony P. Carnevale, Stephen J. Rose, and Ban Cheah, “The College Payoff: Education, Occupations, Lifetime Earnings,”
Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce, https://cew.georgetown.edu/wpcontent/uploads/2014/11/collegepayoff-summary.pdf.
2 “The Rising Cost of Not Going to College,” Pew Research Center, February 11, 2014,
http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2014/02/11/the-rising-cost-of-not-going-to-college/.
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These trends toward increased credentialing aren’t slowing. Between 1967 and 2007, the percentage of
jobs classified as “high-skill” grew, middle-skill jobs remained steady, and low-skill jobs decreased as a
share of the workforce.3

What, then, holds students, and especially low-income students, back from postsecondary success?
The barriers — academic, financial, logistical, and cultural — are nearly universal across the country.
We briefly describe examples of these below.

Anthony P. Carnevale & Stephen J. Rose, “The Economy Goes to College: The Hidden Promise of Higher Education in the
Post-Industrial Service Economy,” Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce, 2015,
https://cew.georgetown.edu/wp-content/uploads/EconomyGoesToCollege.pdf.
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Academic barriers:
● Access to challenging academic coursework
○ Black and Hispanic students have less access to advanced courses and earn fewer
credits in advanced math and science classes.4
○ Yet students who enroll in challenging coursework in high school are more likely to
attend and graduate from college.5
○ Students of color and low-income college students are placed into remedial courses in
far greater proportions than their representation in higher education.6
Process barriers:
● Application gaps
○ More than half of high-achieving students from low-income families never apply to a
competitive college.7
● Summer melt
○ Up to a third of all students who leave high school with plans to attend college will not go
on to attend at all. Called “summer melt,” this pattern affects low-income and firstgeneration college students the most.8
● FAFSA completion
○ In 2012, about a third of students who did not file a federal financial aid form (FAFSA)
would have been eligible for a federal Pell Grant, which provides aid for low-income
undergraduate students and substantially lowers the costs of attending college. These
missed opportunities leave large numbers of low-income students without federal aid
and, as a result, make them less likely to enroll in college at all.9
● Transfer hurdles
○ While 81 percent of entering community college students indicate they want to earn a
bachelor’s degree or higher, only 33 percent of entering students actually transfer to a
four-year institution within six years.1011

Cristobal de Brey, Lauren Musu, and Joel McFarland, “Status and Trends in the Education of Racial and Ethnic Groups
2018,” National Center for Education Statistics, February 2019, https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2019/2019038.pdf.
5 College Board (website), https://www.collegeboard.org.
6 Jessica S. Howell, “What Influences Students’ Need for Remediation in College? Evidence from California,” Journal of Higher
Education 82, no. 3 (2011): 292-318.
7 Caroline M. Hoxby and Christopher Avery, “The Missing ‘One-Offs’: The Hidden Supply of High-Achieving, Low Income
Students” (NBER Working Paper No. 18586), National Bureau of Economic Research, December 2012,
https://www.nber.org/papers/w18586?utm_campaign=ntw&utm_medium=email&utm_source=ntw.
8 Patrick O’Connor, “Summer Melt: Why One Third of College-Bound Students Don’t Make It to Campus in the Fall,”
Homeroom (blog), June 4, 2018, https://blog.ed.gov/2018/06/summer-melt-why-college-bound-students-dont-make-it-in-thefall/.
9 Lindsay C. Page and Judith Scott-Clayton, “Improving College Access in the United States: Barriers and Policy Responses”
(NBER Working Paper No. 21781), National Bureau of Economic Research, December 2015,
https://www.nber.org/papers/w21781.pdf.
10 Laura Horn and Paul Skomsvold, “Community College Student Outcomes: 1994-2009” (NCES No. 2012253), National
Center for Education Statistics, November 2011, https://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch/pubsinfo.asp?pubid=2012253.
11 Davis Jenkins and John Fink, “Tracking Transfer: New Measures of Institutional and State Effectiveness in Helping
Community College Students Attain Bachelor’s Degrees,” Community College Research Center, January 2016,
https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/media/k2/attachments/tracking-transfer-institutional-state-effectiveness.pdf.
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Economic barriers:
● Tuition and fees outpace inflation and wages
○ The price of college tuition has risen faster than both salaries and inflation, increasing
the financial burden on families of modest incomes.12
○ Black and Hispanic students take on much larger student debt loads and have more
problems paying off those debts than white students.13
Cultural barriers:
● Supportive role models
○ First-generation and low-income students report receiving less encouragement and
support, and to some extent more explicit discouragement, from their parents to go to
college. Teachers who attended selective colleges can motivate high-achieving students
to do the same, but few are working in roles to do so.14
●

Staying closer to home
○ First-generation college students are more likely to be female, older, and African
American or Hispanic; have dependent children; and come from lower-income families
than students whose parents have college degrees. They are also more likely to delay
entry into postsecondary education, to begin college at two-year institutions, to commute
to campus, and to take classes part time while working full time.15

Emerging Bright Spots
Despite these troubling realities and barriers, there are reasons for hope and optimism. Across the
country, bright spots exist. A number of systems and programs across the country are bucking the
trends to demonstrate that low-income students can get to and through college, if given the right
supports and program design. For example, college access and success organizations, such as
OneGoal and Bottom Line, are working within communities to get low-income students to and through
college, and their strong outcomes have allowed them to expand their reach. Similarly, more school
districts and charter networks are beginning to recognize that their job extends beyond high school
graduation and have begun investing significant resources in supporting their students through a variety
of postsecondary pathways. That work is continued by thoughtful postsecondary institutions, such as
Georgia State University, the University of North Texas, and Franklin & Marshall College, which are
studying the barriers holding their students back and then systematically changing their relevant
practices. And initiatives such as the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation’s “Postsecondary Success” are
amplifying innovative approaches, challenges, and ongoing needs around improving outcomes for
students.

“Trends in College Pricing: Resource Library,” College Board, https://trends.collegeboard.org/sites/default/files/2017-trendsin-college-pricing_0.pdf.
13 See, for example: Judith Scott-Clayton and Jing Li, “Black-White Disparity in Student Loan Debt More Than Triples After
Graduation,” Brookings Institution, October 20, 2016, https://www.brookings.edu/research/black-white-disparity-in-studentloan-debt-more-than-triples-after-graduation/.
14 Hoxby and Avery, “The Missing ‘One-Offs,’”
https://www.nber.org/papers/w18586?utm_campaign=ntw&utm_medium=email&utm_source=ntw.
15 Jennifer Engle, Adolfo Bermeo, and Colleen O’Brien, “Straight from the Source: What Works for First-Generation College
Students,” Pell Institute for the Study of Opportunity in Higher Education, 2006.
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But taken together, these initiatives are not enough to tackle the massive problems outlined above —
too many students are falling through the cracks in too many places. A number of researchers and
organizations have worked on these issues in various ways, but Bellwether Education Partners is
striving to get past any one problem and work on solutions that cut across multiple issues. Our
approach seizes on the fact that most college students, especially those from low-income households,
tend to enroll in postsecondary institutions close to home. That calls for a tailored process that tackles
the unique local challenges, carried out through intentional collaboration between on-the-ground actors:
K-12 and postsecondary educators, district, community, business leaders, and private funders. While
identifying the unique local context is the first step, improving postsecondary outcomes in underserved
communities requires working collaboratively across actors within specific regions, anchored by
innovative local partners.
Bellwether’s Approach
Over the past several years, Bellwether Education Partners has worked extensively across the national
college access and persistence space with organizations invested in supporting students “to and
through” a range of pathways. We have engaged side-by-side with operators of all sizes — K-12 and
postsecondary — piloting creative strategies to dismantle barriers for their students (e.g., IDEA Public
Schools, KIPP, San Antonio Independent School District); with foundations and intermediaries investing
in postsecondary success best practices (e.g., Achieve Atlanta, the Carnegie Corporation of New York,
Educate Texas, the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, Tipping Point Community); with support
organizations providing direct services to students and/or schools (e.g., OneGoal, Network for College
Success, Thurgood Marshall College Fund); and with predictive analytics leaders using “big data” to
shine a light on gaps and opportunities.
We’ve also published essays extolling the virtues of FAFSA completion rates and policy papers about
how to improve high school accountability systems by connecting K-12 and higher education data
systems.16 For an illustration of how we begin our work, see the Appendix for a place-based fact base
we compiled for stakeholders in the Bay Area in California. The next section provides some description
of our work helping organizations address specific challenges they were facing in their local contexts.
Case Study on Match and Fit
Bellwether has worked with Achieve Atlanta, an intermediary supporting all Atlanta Public Schools
students in accessing and persisting in postsecondary education, in a variety of capacities, including
developing its initial strategic business plan, designing and then implementing its scholarship strategy,
optimizing its organization and staffing structure, and partnering with Atlanta Public Schools to
strengthen match and fit advising practices. The initial strategic business plan work in 2015 focused on
defining Achieve Atlanta’s role, value-add, and approach to working with partners across the K-12 and
postsecondary ecosystems (including collective impact). The analysis included extensive best practice
research on models of collaboration and partnership strategies and best practices. In 2018 and early
2019, Bellwether supported Achieve Atlanta to implement a Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation Network
for School Improvement (NSI) grant focused on strengthening match and fit advising practices. As part
of that work, we developed a national landscape analysis of match and fit practices and partnered with
See, for example: Chad Aldeman, “2016 FAFSA Completion Rates by State,” Ahead of the Heard (blog), Bellwether
Education Partners, April 25, 2016, https://aheadoftheheard.org/2016-fafsa-completion-rates-by-state/; and Chad Aldeman,
“Mind the Gap: The Case for Re-Imagining the Way States Judge High School Quality,” Bellwether Education Partners, July
14, 2015, https://bellwethereducation.org/publication/mind-gap-case-re-imagining-way-states-judge-high-school-quality.
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district and other stakeholders to develop a set of recommendations for improving match and fit
advising in Atlanta Public Schools. Finally, in 2019, Bellwether partnered with Achieve Atlanta to
develop its next three-year strategic plan, with a focus on strengthening advising practices, financial
wellness and two-year college supports for students, and effective collaboration among local
postsecondary partners.
Achieve Atlanta’s thoughtful approach to partnership in the Atlanta ecosystem has paid off. In just two
years, Atlanta has seen a 32 percent increase in the number of Atlanta Public Schools graduates
enrolling in college the fall after high school graduation, and a 36 percent increase in FAFSA
completers, resulting in an estimated additional $2 million in federal grants. Achieve Atlanta has also
tracked significant progress against multiple other indicators: college test registrations (+23 percentage
points), seniors completing the FAFSA (+20), three or more college applications (+19), seamless
college enrollment (+10); and Achieve Atlanta scholarship qualifiers (+285 students).
We know through Achieve Atlanta’s work that match and fit is one example of a promising concept that
could be taken to greater scale. The term “match” typically describes the degree to which a student’s
academic credentials match the selectivity of the college or university in which they enroll. Match
encompasses the quantitative elements of choosing a postsecondary option; it is more science than art.
“Fit” is a more nebulous concept that refers to how well a prospective student might mesh with an
institution once on campus: socially, emotionally, financially, and otherwise. Fit encompasses the
qualitative elements of choosing a postsecondary option; it is more art than science.

Fit
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Barron’s Selectivity Index

Student Qualifications

GPA

ACT/
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Net Cost

Grad
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Culture

Academic
Offerings

Desired School
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Geographic
Location

Support
Services
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to Home

Emotional/
Social Needs
Anticipated
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Helping students find match and fit in postsecondary institutions is more than an intellectual exercise.
We know that low-income students who attend a college that matches their qualifications are more
likely to succeed, and undermatching hits low-income families disproportionately.17 Less selective
institutions often have less financial aid to give, fewer supports for students, and lower graduation rates;
as a result, undermatched students face longer odds to complete a postsecondary degree or certificate.
The good news is that undermatching can be isolated in three steps of the college-going process. First
is in the application, where the student did not apply to a match or more selective school. Second is in
the admittance, where the student applied but was not admitted to a match or more selective school.
“Crossing the Finish Line: Completing College at America’s Public Universities,” Harvard Educational Review,
https://www.hepg.org/her-home/issues/harvard-educational-review-volume-80-number-3/herbooknote/crossing-the-finishline_357
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And last is in the enrollment, where the student was admitted but chose not to attend a match or more
selective school.18
And, tactically, we have identified specific strategies that address each root cause. For example,
considering the application step:
●

●

●

Focus on applications. Of the three forms of undermatching, “not applying to a match school” is
the most straightforward to influence and is a precondition to students gaining admittance to and
enrolling in a match school. The first metric to track and hold schools accountable to should be
around applications.
Start early. Building a college-going culture starts in 9th grade or before; use match and fit
language early and often. Push for strong college lists by the end of junior year to tee up a
targeted application process in the fall of senior year.
Leverage data to build smart lists. Beginning junior year, data-informed college lists should be a
key output of advising work. Students should be able to explain how a variety of match
(safety/target/reach) and fit (finances, grad rate, culture, proximity, etc.) considerations apply to
the schools on their list.
Step in Process

Description

Match Strategy

Did not apply

Increase
applications to
match schools

1

Application

Methods
• Expand student understanding of strong
match and fit schools
• Support application process to promote
timely and targeted applications
• Raise student confidence

3

Enrollment

Admitted but
chose not to
enroll

Influence
enrollment
decisions

Admittance

Applied but
was not
admitted

Strengthen
college
applications

2

• Build strong relationships between
students and informed school staff
• Provide students and families with timely
and accurate data; devote time and
expertise to support decision-making
• Invest in advising supports to improve
quality of applications
• Improve odds by increasing quantity of
applications

Case Study on Social-Emotional Tool Kits
Another body of research has identified promising innovations that leading K-12 school systems —
district, charter, and independent — have implemented on social-emotional readiness for
postsecondary learning, a critical complement to academic preparedness. In our work with systems
across the country, we have found that new approaches are not adopted all at once, and that
organizations typically evolve their initiatives over time.

Jonathan Smith, Matea Pender, and Jessica Howell, “The Full Extent of Student-College Undermatch,” Economics of
Education Review 32 (February 2013): 247-261.
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We offer three reflections about organizations’ movement over time along a “maturity” curve. As
organizations evolve, they must maintain emphasis on the goals from prior phases while adding new
areas of focus. Thus, the work becomes significantly more resource-intensive as organizations advance
their practice. Organizations must prioritize getting to the next level, especially given the wide range of
practices they can employ to advance outcomes for students. For example, a Phase 1 organization
might see the most near-term return on investment by focusing on quality college access over
alternative postsecondary pathways. Advancing along the phases requires a deep focus on change
management, especially given how challenging and time-intensive it is to ensure practices are
executed consistently and effectively.
The final phases of the work more heavily integrate social and emotional supports. In the high school
setting (grades 9-12), we have experience helping school systems build students’ social-emotional
skills, with the recognition that academic preparedness alone is not enough. As an example, a large,
well-respected charter network in Texas that graduated virtually all its students, far outperformed its
peers and the state on college readiness benchmarks, and reported high enrollment rates in four-year
postsecondary options still only saw 37 percent of its high school graduates persisting in college.
Alumni identified significant gaps in self-management, study habits, and organizational skills and
named low sense of belonging as a significant barrier. To address these gaps, the system, which is
midway down the maturity curve, has set investing and innovating for college and career success as a
signature strategic priority. A major initiative within this priority will be to add new college advising
supports (e.g., match and fit, financial planning) and to ensure delivery of high-quality, consistent
advising and counseling, with a focus on social-emotional skill development.
College
Model
College Access
Access and
and Success
Success:- Maturity Model
Phase 3
Focus on building social-emotional skill and
ensuring success of all students, regardless
of postsecondary pathway.
Phase 2
Focus on quality of college access (e.g.,
“match and fit”) and tactical strategies to
increase enrollment and persistence
(e.g., alumni contacts, microgrants).

Phase 0
Focus on HS
graduation.

Phase 1
Early focus on college access (e.g.
strong academics, # of apps per
student).

3

2

1

0

Time

To inform the strategic priorities for the charter network, we conducted extensive best practice research
to understand how other K-12 systems and college access and success organizations succeeded in
their work. On social-emotional tool kits, for example, we found that strong practices include:
●

Developing college readiness curricula with an explicit social-emotional learning focus. Charter
network YES Prep’s Grade 9-12 seminar classes focus, in part, on building social-emotional
skills like self-awareness, growth mindset, and goal-setting and planning, with explicit lessons
on developing study strategies and accessing campus supports.
8

●

●

Defining social-emotional competencies and intentionally spiraling these through high school
academic courses. EL Education, which brings a comprehensive educational model to schools
across the country, includes specific focus on character development skills and mindsets like
initiative, responsibility, perseverance, and collaboration, with lessons including objectives
related to academic standards and character goals.
Addressing issues of race, class, and identity as part of formal college readiness programming.
National college access and support organization OneGoal’s three-year program weaves
themes of race, class, and identity into its in-school course, developing professional
development and curriculum based in Culturally Relevant Pedagogy.

We also see similar innovations taking root at the postsecondary levels, including use of technology to
deliver social-emotional supports and “nudges” to alumni; group and individual counseling of systems’
alumni directly on college campuses, in both group and individual settings; and facilitation of peer
networks on college campuses.
Bellwether’s Plan for Further Impact
We believe that deep analysis on the needs of a particular region — coupled with practical solution
generation on the back end — will lay the foundation for effective collaboration in an ecosystem, with
an acceleration in student outcomes to follow.
While there are many initiatives in play around college access and success, the field lacks a
comprehensive picture and playbook for success. In a recent convening of college access and success
providers in New York City, for example, we heard:
●
●

●

“Every state, city, and school district measures outcomes differently and holds high schools and
institutions of higher education accountable differently.”
“I would [want to see] some landscape analysis ... map out our specialties, similarities, where
we overlap regarding schools served, where there are immediate opportunities for collaboration,
assess the costs to us and/or principals ... know the gaps ... and start a pilot partnership with
one organization who fills that void.”
“I do think the time for deep collaboration and joint action has arrived in the college access
world. [College access and persistence] organizations have provided proof points — we now
need to synthesize these proof points and somehow inject them into the practical bloodstreams
of the schools. This will be complex involving … policy, schools of education, data transparency.
How do we get started on this grand synthesis?”

To help take the massive challenges outlined above and distill practical, research- and policy-based
insights for on-the-ground stakeholders, our plan for further impact comprises four strategies that can
be pursued in aggregate or as standalone projects:
1. Making the “case for why” postsecondary access and success matters and defining what
excellence looks like, so that stakeholders have a shared definition of standards, metrics, and
measures, and an understanding of what’s possible.
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2. Analyzing bright spots in the postsecondary access and success domain, specifically targeting
“hidden gems” — efforts happening around the country, region, or ecosystem that are not widely
known but are beginning to deliver strong outcomes — and then considering how these efforts
could be replicated or scaled.
3. Setting the baseline for a representative region or ecosystem to identify where in the pipeline
that region’s students are most likely to fall through the cracks and why; this would identify gaps
in coverage as well as common challenges best addressed through collaborative effort (e.g.,
data collection, sharing, analysis, and dissemination).
4. Convening stakeholders across the college access and success continuum to co-create
solutions and identify areas most ripe for intentional collaboration.
To accomplish these strategies, we would begin by identifying the “starting point” of the region or
ecosystem, looking across secondary schools and four-year, two-year, and technical colleges that
serve large populations of low-income or first-generation students. As an example, please see the
Appendix for a small sample of the fact base we created for stakeholders in the Bay Area in California.
During this phase of the work, we would:
●

●

●
●
●

First, put the magnitude of the opportunity in context, especially considering workforce needs
(e.g., number of students dropping out of the postsecondary pipeline, job categories with high
demand but low supply);
Second, determine how consistent — or not — data definition, collection, monitoring, and
reporting are across K-12 and higher education institutions (e.g., around student selection,
completion);
Third, determine the common set of gaps and challenges in accelerating outcomes and
persistence rates for students;
Fourth, identify what’s working to address those gaps and challenges, and isolate the barriers to
take the work to greater scale; and
Fifth, identify any local or state-level policy barriers that make closing gaps challenging or,
alternatively, would accelerate progress.

From the K-12 side, the fact base would consider:
●
●

●
●

Academic requirements/preparedness (e.g., the math and literacy “foundation” of graduates and
the need for remediation in postsecondary settings);
Social-emotional/cultural readiness (e.g., college and career exposure to understand best
fit/match options, and postsecondary self-image, which is often closely tied to family support
and engagement);
Financial/logistical supports (e.g., counseling support around financial aid application,
postsecondary financial literacy, matriculation); and
Strategic investments (e.g., impact of existing initiatives and strategies implemented across the
state or region)

From the postsecondary side, the study would consider:
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●
●
●
●

●

Programmatic requirements (e.g., placement decisions, course progression/prerequisites,
course scheduling, registration, course management policies);
Data perceptions and needs (e.g., availability, accessibility, consistency of data within
institutions and with K-12 systems to inform decision-making);
Organizational and policy requirements (e.g., funding structures, roles and responsibilities, and
structures across administration and departments to support low-income students);
Educator “readiness” (e.g., availability of professional development and skills-based training for
coaches, mentors, and educators, focused on identifying and responding to early warning
indicators); and
Secondary-postsecondary-government partnerships with an eye toward workforce needs (e.g.,
with student support organizations, scholarship programs, workforce development programs).

The initial analysis would be complemented by interviews and focus groups with stakeholders to
deepen and supplement understanding of the challenges, as well as identify emerging bright spots
within this group. Bellwether would then compare the “current state” against national best practices,
drawing from initiatives pioneered by leading institutions and consortia, and develop a series of strategy
and policy recommendations tailored for the region’s secondary and postsecondary community
(including school chancellors and policymakers) to consider how to better serve their most at-risk
students and align against the workforce needs of tomorrow. This phase would also reflect on how to
take bright spots to scale across the region.
Anticipated Outcomes
The final deliverable would be a written report for public distribution, potentially supplemented by
interactive data graphics, short videos, and other multimedia collateral.
The project would also start to bring together a community of practice of institutional leaders and
policymakers around this work to enable best practice sharing around the implementation of the
recommendations. The diversity of our collective client base — as well as our team’s collective prior
experience in senior positions in school systems; local, state, and federal government; journalism; and
as nonprofit and foundation executives — gives us an unparalleled network that enables us to quickly
access expertise and experience.
The tightly orchestrated group, a region-specific advisory council, would include leading organizations
that are deeply steeped in this work from different angles:
●
●
●
●
●

College access and persistence nonprofits
Secondary schools (district, charter, and independent), targeting those serving low-income, firstgeneration, or underrepresented student populations
Postsecondary institutions (four-year, two-year, technical)
Corporations and workforce development organizations
Funders and other investors

We would draw on these organizations to inform a nuanced perspective of the framing of the problem,
better understand and interpret findings from the field, and ensure recommendations are actionable and
implementable. We would also be able to bring insights back to the other organizations across the
11

country with whom we partner: school and system leaders, college access and persistence nonprofits,
intermediaries, funders, and more.
We are excited about the potential of this work. To truly address the full extent of the challenges, K-12
systems, postsecondary institutions, policymakers, and support organizations must “row together” to
ensure that P-16 education systems — and the policies and practices encircling the institutions — are
cohesive and responsive to workforce needs, and set up to support all students “to and through.”
How We Would Implement the Work
Vision for Impact
Bellwether Education Partners would work collaboratively with stakeholders from regional operators (K12 and postsecondary), college access and success organizations, the philanthropic community, and
other local partners to develop a road map to guide the implementation of college-ready strategies in a
carefully selected ecosystem. Bellwether designs the process; conducts focused research and gathers
input from national and local thought leaders on best practices; shares existing research on relevant
policies, efforts, and organizations; surfaces bright spots and highlight trade-offs; and co-facilitates
discussions related to key decisions. Throughout, we engage stakeholders to provide incoming
perspectives and reflections on what has and hasn’t worked to date; react to potential options and
provide feedback; and inform — and, ultimately, champion — the strategies for the plan.
Ideal Conditions
We believe the following conditions in a selected region would create a strong foundation for this work:
●
●
●
●
●
●

Presence of K-12 “bright spots”: district and charter operators focused on supporting graduates
to and through postsecondary pathways
Presence of postsecondary “bright spots”: institutions beginning to pilot new strategies or
initiatives addressing the needs of first-generation college-goers
Presence/engagement of college access and persistence organizations (e.g., Bottom Line,
College Possible, OneGoal), working in concert with K-12, postsecondary, and workforce
Local intermediaries and/or foundations and/or collective impact efforts invested in college
access and success strategies, connected to workforce
Local energy and enthusiasm about this work, especially to bring together different players vs.
work in isolation
Ability to serve as a proof point for other cities or regions

We appreciate that many ecosystems have some of these conditions in place already, and we’re
seeking partners to expand more of these foundational components into more communities.
Engagement
Early in the work, we would draft a stakeholder engagement plan, accounting for outreach and
engagement regional partners have already done, and work with leaders to define and finalize the
process for this work. We would also finalize the composition of the advisory council and drive to a
12

shared understanding of roles and expectations for Bellwether and the group. Throughout, we would
expect to establish buy-in early, leverage interviews and focus groups with a diverse pool to build
region-specific knowledge and illuminate blind spots, and provide feedback opportunities.
Timeline, Key Action Steps, and Milestones
Phase 0: Setting the stage, up to one month.
A) We begin by mapping the end-to-end process for this work, identifying key decision points and the
associated deliverables, and creating a work plan articulating the work modules to support each. We
then quickly finalize the boundary of the ecosystem we would research and develop an understanding
of the statewide and citywide data availability.
B) We identify the key touchpoints in the community and initiate outreach. An important first step is to
level-set the “why” behind this work, the “how” of the process, and the “what” of the final deliverable,
including the give-back to the communities researched.
Phase 1: Regional context and bright spot identification, three to four months.
A) We begin to tailor and deepen the national analysis above, putting it in a local context to start
identifying where the state (and ecosystem) mirror national trends and where there are significant
differences. For the state, and then for the ecosystem, we would first put the magnitude of the
opportunity in context: How do regional bright spots and challenges compare to those in other
communities across the country? Drawing from our existing research on barriers holding students back
from accessing and persisting in college, we would refine our view on which barriers and accelerators
— policy, regulatory, systemic, cultural — are the most significant through an initial round of
stakeholder conversations, supplemented with additional desk research focused on identifying national
exemplars in comparable ecosystems across the country.
B) We add to the research with deep dives on a handful of identified bright spots — at least one with a
K-12 school system, one with a public higher education system, and one with an intermediary or
collaborative effort — to further understand and define the root causes underlying the “current state.”
This would be grounded in surveys and interviews/focus groups with administrators, educators,
students, alumni, corporations, legislators, support organizations, and others on needs and
strengths/gaps in addressing those needs (with a keen eye toward race/income gaps).
C) We summarize the findings into a diagnostic report, with case studies on the identified bright spots.
We would develop a series of emerging hypotheses on ways to dismantle barriers and to accelerate the
growth and dissemination of the bright spots within and across the region. We would share emerging
findings with the advisory council, likely at an interim checkpoint and again at the end of this phase, and
solicit feedback on the draft options.
Phase 2: Playbook and dissemination, two to three months.
A) Based on the findings of the diagnostic, we further develop recommendations around a set of highimpact college access and success strategies for ecosystem leaders to consider, grounded in existing
bright spots. This could include: articulating each strategy or policy and the activities or evidence it
would require; defining the goals and what success would look like (and be tracked and measured);
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assessing the potential impact and alignment with regional stakeholder needs and aspirations;
identifying resource requirements at a high level, including gaps in capacity that would need to be filled;
building an understanding of alignment of key constituencies that would be needed and
interdependencies with ongoing efforts; and outlining the roles and responsibilities for K-12, higher
education, and other partners in leading the work and managing accountability to the stated goals. We
carefully consider ways that bright spots could be scaled sustainably and with fidelity.
B) Throughout, we structure and facilitate touchpoints with advisory council leaders and other
stakeholders as needed to solicit feedback on the recommendations and discuss benefits, drawbacks,
and implementation limitations.
C) We finalize the work into a written report, accompanied by case studies and a set of
recommendations for education leaders, influencers, and policymakers.
D) We bring the advisory council and other stakeholders together in a facilitated convening to share
and discuss practices, and continue to advance the work.
About Bellwether Education Partners
Bellwether Education Partners is a national nonprofit focused on dramatically changing education and
life outcomes for underserved children. We do this by helping education organizations accelerate their
impact and by working to improve policy and practice. Bellwether envisions a world in which race,
ethnicity, and income no longer predict opportunities for students, and the American education system
affords all individuals the ability to determine their own path and lead a productive and fulfilling life.
About the Authors
Lina Bankert is a partner on the Strategic Advising team at Bellwether Education Partners. She can be
reached at lina@bellwethereducation.org.
Chad Aldeman is a senior associate partner on the Policy and Evaluation team at Bellwether Education
Partners. He can be reached at chad.aldeman@bellwethereducation.org.
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Appendix: Sample Fact Base
The slides presented here are a representative sample of a fact base we created for stakeholders in the
Bay Area in California. In each unique setting, we would look to identify the relevant outcomes data for
students, disaggregated by student groups where available, in addition to any significant policies
affecting college access and success.
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