
 

 
 

 
Pathway 2 Tomorrow Impact Plan 

CAP (College Access & Persistence) and Gown: Building Ecosystem Connections to Increase 

Postsecondary Degree Attainment 

 

 

Executive Summary: Overview 

 

Part I: The Solution 

The Challenge  

In the early part of the 20th century, Americans’ educational attainment climbed steadily, as more and 

more Americans completed high school and trickled into higher education. That educational progress 

contributed to large and broadly shared economic gains. 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 are dramatically lower and pale in comparison with students 

from the highest quartile of family incomes.  

 

 
This cycle has implications for students’ life outcomes. Millennials with bachelor’s degrees are less 

likely to be unemployed and less likely to live in poverty. They also have 74 percent higher earnings 

over their lifetime than peers with just a high school diploma.1 This puts those without a postsecondary 

degree at a greater economic disadvantage than ever before. The annual earnings gap between young 

adults (ages 25-32) with a high school diploma and a college degree has more than doubled since 

1965, and millennials with only a high school degree are three times more likely to live in poverty (22 

percent) as Early Boomers with the same level of education (7 percent).2 

                                                             
1 https://cew.georgetown.edu/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/collegepayoff-summary.pdf 
2 http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2014/02/11/the-rising-cost-of-not-going-to-college/ 
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And in turn, economic trends increasingly favor those with a postsecondary degree. Between 1967 and 

2007, high-skill jobs grew, middle-skill jobs remained steady, and low-skill jobs decreased.3  

 

 
Take Texas as a representative state. Texas was ranked number four in Forbes Magazine’s “Best 

States for Business” list in 2016. Among the factors cited in the rating: 109 of the 1,000 largest public 

and private companies in the U.S. are based in in the state, including giants such as AT&T, 

ExxonMobil, and Dell; startup activity is also tops in the nation among larger states, per the Kauffman 

Foundation. But Forbes found that one of the main things holding Texas back is the education rate 

among its labor supply. Only 82% of adults have a high school degree, which is second-lowest among 

                                                             
3 https://cew.georgetown.edu/wp-content/uploads/EconomyGoesToCollege.pdf 
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all states. Workers with a bachelor’s degree earn over $20,000 more per year than Texans with only a 

high school diploma, and those with an associate’s degree over $11,000.4 

 
 

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, but 

manifest in different ways across regions and ecosystems: 

 

Academic barriers: 

● Achievement data  

○ Low-income students are disproportionately underprepared for college. Students of color 

and low-income college students participate in remedial course-taking in far greater 

proportions than their representation in higher education (Howell 2011).5 

● Access to challenging academic coursework  

○ A high school foundation is important. Students who enroll in challenging high school 

coursework in high school are more likely to attend and graduate from college.6 

○ Between 2003-04 and 2011-12, the percentage of students beginning at public two-year 

colleges who took a remedial course in their first year increased from about 30 percent 

to almost 35 percent. That followed an increase from 1995-96 to 20030-04 from about 

25 percent to 30 percent. 7 

○ Nationwide, about 20 percent of freshmen entering four-year colleges are placed into 

remedial English and mathematics courses.8 

 

                                                             
4 https://nchems.org/ 
5 Howell, Jessica S. 2011. “What Influences Students’ Need for Remediation in College? Evidence from California.” Journal of 
Higher Education 82, no. 3: 292- 318.  
6 https://www.collegeboard.org 
7 https://nces.ed.gov/Datalab/QuickStats/Home/Index 
8 2014, http://www.ecs.org/docs/Cure-for-Remedial-Reporting-Chaos.pdf 
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● Persistence 

○ National data on term-to-term persistence is minimal, but two Community College 

Research Center studies of community college students in Virginia and Washington 

found that a quarter of students who enroll in the fall semester do not return in the 

spring. Of those who do enroll in the spring, one fifth do not return for the subsequent fall 

semester.910  

 

Process barriers: 

● Under-matching 

○ More than half of high achieving students from low-income families never apply to a 

competitive college.11 Under-matching keeps qualified students from attending selective 

schools, where they would in turn be more likely to graduate from. 

● Summer melt  

○ In some cases, 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 first generation college students the most. 12 

● FAFSA completion 

○ Though FAFSA completion rates have climbed over time, the federal financial aid form 

continues to be a barrier in low-income communities. In 2012, about a third of students 

who did not file a 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.13 

● 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 (Horn & Skomsvold, 2011; Jenkins & Fink, 2016). 

 

Economic barriers: 

● Inherent inequity in standardized testing 

○ A recent report from the National Association for College Admission Counseling found 

that schools with test-optional admissions policies saw an increased enrollment of 

underrepresented students (first generation college-goers, students from lower 

socioeconomic backgrounds, and underrepresented racial and ethnic groups) relative to 

peer institutions that required a standardized test score. Graduation rates of students 

who submitted scores were comparable to those who did not, high school GPA had a 

stronger correlation with college success for non-submitters than the ACT/SAT.14 

 

                                                             
9 https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/online-learning-virginia.html 
10 https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/online-hybrid-courses-washington.html 
11 https://www.nber.org/papers/w18586?utm_campaign=ntw&utm_medium=email&utm_source=ntw 
12 https://blog.ed.gov/2018/06/summer-melt-why-college-bound-students-dont-make-it-in-the-fall/ 
13 Page & Scott-Clayton, 2016 
14 https://www.nacacnet.org/globalassets/documents/publications/research/defining-access-report-2018.pdf 
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● 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.15   

 

Cultural barriers: 

● Trusting authority 

○ First generation and low income students report receiving less encouragement and 

support, and to some extent discouragement, from their parents to go to college. 

Teachers who attended selective colleges who attended selective colleges can motivate 

high-achieving students to do the same – but few are positioned to do so (Hoxby & 

Avery: The Missing One Offs). 

● Staying closer to home  

○ First generation college students are more likely to be female, older, 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.16 

 

Luckily, bright spots exist. A number of college access and success organizations, such as OneGoal 

and Beyond 12, have sprouted up and are working within communities to get low-income students to 

and through college. 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 extended by 

leading-edge 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 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. 

 

But taken together, these initiatives form a fragmented landscape – and too many students are falling 

through the cracks in too many places. Although postsecondary education is a bigger market with more 

choice and mobility than K-12, most college students, especially those from low-income households, 

tend to enroll close to home. That calls for a tailored approach that tackles the unique local challenges, 

carried out through intentional collaboration between on-the-ground actors: K-12 and postsecondary 

educators, district, community, and business leaders, and private funders. That’s why Bellwether 

Education Partners is seeking a partner to tackle this issue in a region-specific approach. 

 

The Solution  

To help take this massive problem and distill practical, research- and policy-based insights for on-the-

ground stakeholders, we propose diving into a representative state (now identified as Texas – see 

below) to identify where in the pipeline that region’s students are most likely to fall through the cracks, 

and why. We would research the “starting point” of the region (prioritizing 3-5 cities and 1-2 rural 

                                                             
15 https://trends.collegeboard.org/sites/default/files/2017-trends-in-college-pricing_0.pdf 
16 Engle, J, Bermeo, A., & O’Brien, C. (2006). Straight from the Source: What Works for First-Generation College Students. 
Pell Institute for the Study of Opportunity in Higher Education. Washington, DC. 
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regions), looking across secondary schools and four-year, two-year, and technical colleges that serve 

large populations of low-income or first-generation students to: 

 

● 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 is across K-12 and higher ed institutions (e.g., around student selection, completion); 

● Third, determine the common set of gaps and challenges in accelerating outcomes and 

persistence rates for students; and 

● Fourth, identify any local or state-level policy barriers that make closing gaps challenging or, 

alternatively, would accelerate progress. 

 

From the K-12 side, the study would consider: 

 

● Academic requirements/ preparedness (e.g., the math and literacy “foundation” of graduates 

and the need for remediation in postsecondary settings) 

● Socio-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 & 

engagement) 

● Financial/ logistical supports (e.g., counseling support around financial aid application, 

postsecondary financial literacy, and matriculation) 

● Strategic investments (e.g., impact of existing initiatives and strategies implemented across the 

state or region) 

 

From the postsecondary side, the study would consider: 

 

● Programmatic requirements (e.g., placement decisions, course progression/ pre-requisites, 

course scheduling, registration and course management policies); 

● Data perceptions and needs (e.g., availability, accessibility, and consistency of data across 

departments to inform decision-making); 

● Organizational and policy requirements (e.g., funding structures and 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, 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 survey would be complemented by interviews and focus groups with stakeholders to deepen and 

supplement understanding of the challenges, as well as identify emerging best practices and 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 
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at-risk students and align against the workforce needs of tomorrow. This “playbook” would also reflect 

on how to take bright spots to scale across the state. 

 

We are excited to bring our unique strength and perspective to this work: a deep knowledge of both 

strategy and policy across a range of domains, and the interplay between the two. 

 

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. 

 

We would also begin 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. We have particularly deep ties to Texas, given our current work with a breadth of 

organizations across the state and the relationships that many of our senior leaders have.  

 

The tightly orchestrated Advisory Council we envision would include leading organizations that are 

deeply steeped in this work from different angles: 

 

● College access and persistence nonprofits 

● Secondary schools 

● 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 and learnings back to the other organizations 

across the country with whom we partner: school and system leaders, college access and persistence 

nonprofits, intermediaries, funders, and more. 

 

We are excited at 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.” 

 

Evidence for Success  

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., San Antonio 
Independent School District, KIPP, IDEA Public Schools, EPIC Academy); with foundations and 
intermediaries investing in postsecondary success best practices (e.g., Achieve Atlanta, Tipping Point 
Community); with support organizations providing direct services to students and/or schools (e.g., 
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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. 
 

We see the most powerful work happening through collaborative efforts where organizations come 

together to support each other and dismantle barriers to “to and through” for underrepresented 

students. We lift up the work that Achieve Atlanta, an intermediary supporting all Atlanta Public Schools 

students in accessing and persisting in postsecondary education, is doing in partnership with the local 

school district, counseling partners such as the College Advising Corps and OneGoal, and the 

postsecondary community.  

 

In 2015-18, Bellwether worked with Achieve Atlanta on developing a strategic plan and designing and 

then implementing its scholarship strategy. The strategic plan 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 research on models of collaboration and 

partnership strategies and best practices, including with “backbone organizations” (Achieve Atlanta 

works closely with the Community Foundation of Greater Atlanta, among others), and mapped 

partnership requirements and best ways of moving the college access and persistence community 

forward together. Achieve Atlanta is now implementing the plan, with refreshes to adjust to evolving 

needs in the postsecondary landscape. Bellwether and Achieve Atlanta are now working together on a 

“match and fit” strategy through the Networks for School Improvement initiative supported by the Bill & 

Melinda Gates Foundation. 

 

The thoughtful approach to partnership has paid off. In just two years, Atlanta has seen a 32% increase 

in the number of Atlanta Public Schools graduates enrolling in college the fall after high school 

graduation, and a 36% 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), 3+ college applications (+15), seamless college 

enrollment (+2); and Achieve Atlanta scholarship qualifiers (+285 students). 

 

Implementation Plan 

 

Vision for Impact 

Bellwether will work collaboratively with stakeholders from regional operators (K-12 and 

postsecondary), the philanthropic community, and other local partners to develop a roadmap to guide 

the implementation of college-ready strategies in Texas. Bellwether will design the process; conduct 

focused research and gather input from national and local thought leaders on best practices; share 

existing research on relevant policies, efforts, and organizations; surface bright spots and highlight 

trade-offs; and co-facilitate discussions related to key decisions. Throughout, we will 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. 
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Ideal Conditions 

We believe the following conditions 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., OneGoal, 

Beyond 12), working in concert with K-12 and 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 

● Relationships in the sector (from Bellwether, P2T) 

 

We appreciate that many ecosystems have some of these conditions well in place already. We believe 

that one that is “far enough” in the work but “not too far” would be ideal, so that a more foundational 

study would help accelerate emerging practices. 

 

Regional Focus/Other Partners  

Based on the above, we identified several ecosystems that met some, or all, of the conditions above. 

We are moving forward with the Texas region, with a deep look at Dallas as an ecosystem with 

emerging and strong practices, given: 

 

- Remarkable quality improvement across K-12 systems, and networks such as Uplift, KIPP, 

IDEA Public Schools, and others pushing the envelope on “to and through” strategies 

- Recent and building traction on postsecondary, with leading innovations happening at 

institutions such as University of North Texas, Paul Quinn College, and others 

- Commitment to work together through efforts such as Commit! Dallas and Dallas County 

Promise  

- Active and vibrant philanthropic and business community 

- City is a bellwether for the state 

- Expressed interest from numerous stakeholders 

 

Please note that, on the latter point, we have connected with and secured interest from a number of 

local leaders representing philanthropies, postsecondary institutions, collective impact efforts, and 

intermediaries. 

 

We would also bring in national thought partners through the Advisory Council to provide perspective 

on trends and bright spots around the country, and have already secured interest from several leaders 

to engage. 
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Engagement 

See “Advisory Council” above. 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 Council 

and drive to a 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 would begin by mapping the end-to-end process for this work, identifying key decision points and 

the associated deliverables, and creating a workplan articulating the work modules to support each. We 

would quickly finalize the subset of cities/ regions in Texas we would research (e.g., Dallas, Houston, 

Austin, San Antonio, El Paso, Rio Grande Valley) and develop an understanding of the statewide and 

citywide data availability. 

 

B) We would identify the key touchpoints in each city/ region and initiate outreach, much in the same 

way we have already done in Dallas. 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 would begin to tailor and deepen the national analysis above, putting it in a Texas context to 

begin to identify where the state (and cities) mirror national trends and where there are significant 

differences. For the state, and then for each city/ region, 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 would 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 would 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. 
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Phase 2: Playbook and dissemination, two to three months. 

A) Based on the findings of the diagnostic, we would then further develop recommendations around a 

set of high-impact college access and success strategies for Texas 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); 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 stated goals. We 

would pay close consideration to ways that bright spots could be scaled sustainably and with fidelity. 

 

B) Throughout, we would 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 would finalize the work into a written “playbook,” publishable case studies, and set of 

recommendations for Texas education leaders, influencers, and policymakers.  

 

D) We would bring the Advisory Council and other stakeholders together in a facilitated convening to 

share and discuss practices and continue to advance the work. In conjunction, we would also launch a 

website with findings (see https://www.eightcities.org/ for an example) and shareable content.  

 

Budget  

 

The proposed budget for this work would be $325K. This covers six months (26 weeks) of professional 

fees for two project co-leads (10% time allocation); one project manager (25% time allocation); and a 

consultant or senior analyst (50%). It also includes $20K of travel for the team (up to 10 trips for two 

people over the duration of the work), as well as $13.5K in content development (e.g., copy-editing, 

website development) and convening support. 

 

Please see below for biographies of the proposed team. 

 

Lina Bankert, Partner, Strategic Advising – Project Co-Lead 
Lina Bankert is a partner with Bellwether Education Partners and co-leads the Strategic Advising 
practice area. Lina joined Bellwether in the spring of 2012 as a principal. Her clients have included 
districts, charter management organizations, human capital organizations, foundations, and education 
entrepreneurs. She works with organizations on a variety of strategic and operational issues including 
strategic planning, business plan development, growth and expansion strategy, human capital and 
organizational design, performance improvement and sustainability, and grant development and 
implementation. Recent clients have included OneGoal, Achieve Atlanta, Texas Education Agency, 
Learn4Life, Network for College Success, Advance Illinois, and Harmony Public Schools. 
 
Prior to joining Bellwether, Lina was a principal at Bain & Company, where she worked with executive 
teams across a broad range of industries and capabilities in both the private and public sectors, while 
building extensive pro bono/ nonprofit advisory experience with a focus on K-12 education. For three 
years, she led Bain Chicago's involvement with Rowe Elementary School, a Bain-sponsored charter 
school in the West Town community, now one of the highest-performing single-site charters in the city. 

https://www.eightcities.org/
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Prior to Bain, Lina spent several years as an investment banker, focusing mainly on mergers and 
acquisitions and equity placements in the Education and Knowledge Services sectors.  
 
Lina holds a bachelor’s degree in economics and a certificate in finance from Princeton University, and 
a master’s degree in business administration from the Stanford Graduate School of Business. She has 
recently served on the boards of directors of the National Center for Teacher Residencies and 
Foundations College Prep, and on the advisory board (Midwest) of Education Pioneers. 
 

Chad Aldeman, Senior Associate Partner, Policy & Evaluation – Project Co-Lead 

Chad Aldeman is a senior associate partner at Bellwether Education Partners, where he has worked on 

the Policy and Evaluation team since 2012, advising clients and writing on teacher preparation, teacher 

evaluation, and college and career readiness. He also serves as editor for TeacherPensions.org.  

 

Previously, Chad was a policy adviser in the Office of Planning, Evaluation, and Policy Development at 

the U.S. Department of Education, where he worked on Elementary and Secondary Education Act 

waivers, teacher preparation, and the Teacher Incentive Fund. Prior to joining the department, Chad 

was a policy analyst with Education Sector. He has published reports on state higher education 

accountability systems, the potential of improving high school accountability by incorporating outcomes 

data, the school choice process in New York City and Boston, teacher pensions, teacher and principal 

evaluations, teacher salary schedules, and teacher preparation. His work has been featured in the 

Washington Post, New York Times, Wall Street Journal, InsideHigherEd, Newsday, and the Des 

Moines Register.  

 

Chad holds a bachelor’s degree from the University of Iowa and a master’s of public policy degree from 

the College of William and Mary. 

 

Cara Jackson, Associate Partner, Policy & Evaluation – Project Manager 

Cara Jackson is an associate partner with Bellwether Education Partners, focusing on issues related to 

evaluation and planning, research design, survey research, and quantitative data analysis. She 

provides technical assistance and supports capacity building related to program evaluation and quasi-

experimental analysis. Cara is particularly interested in using research and evaluation to support 

improvement efforts in schools and districts. 

 

Previously, Cara worked as an Evaluation Specialist for Montgomery County Public Schools, where she 

designed and conducted studies to inform district policies. She also has experience developing and 

refining teacher evaluation systems as the Assistant Director of Research and Evaluation for Urban 

Teachers, and conducting studies of federal education policy as a senior analyst at the U.S. 

Government Accountability Office. Earlier in her career, Cara taught pre-K and kindergarten in New 

York City.  

 

Cara earned her Ph.D. in Education Policy and an advanced certificate in Education Measurement, 

Statistics, and Evaluation from the University of Maryland. Her master’s degree is from the Harvard 

Graduate School of Education, where she is also an alum of the Strategic Data Project Fellowship. 

Cara currently serves on the board of the Association for Education Finance and Policy. 

 

Kirsten Schmitz, Analyst, Policy & Evaluation – Project Support 

Kirsten Schmitz is an analyst with Bellwether Education Partners in the Policy and Evaluation practice 

area. Prior to joining Bellwether in 2016, Kirsten worked as a program coordinator at the Aspen 
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Institute’s College Excellence Program. Before that, she taught middle school English Language Arts in 

Dallas, Texas as a Teach For America corps member.  

 

Originally from the Chicago suburbs, Kirsten earned a bachelor’s degree in journalism at the University 

of Missouri and a master’s degree in urban education policy at Brown University. 


