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Request for Proposals: Coordination of Work for the Ascent to 55% Statewide Attainment Goal 

Woodward Hines Education Foundation  

 

Introduction  

The Woodward Hines Education Foundation (WHEF) is an endowed Mississippi non-profit organization that 

has focused its efforts on promoting greater postsecondary access for over 25 years. In 2016, WHEF expanded 

its mission to also support improved persistence and completion outcomes for all Mississippi college students 

that lead to family-sustaining employment in the state. As a statewide foundation, it is our privilege to provide 

trusted, high-quality college access guidance to approximately 40,000 clients and partners each year through our 

signature program, Get2College. WHEF supports, through strategic grantmaking, the Mississippi community 

college system through organizations such as Achieving the Dream and Phi Theta Kappa as well as Mississippi’s 

public four-year institutions through its IMPACT (Improving Mississippi’s Persistence and Completion 

Together) initiative. Now, WHEF seeks to support the work needed to enable Mississippi to reach its new 

statewide attainment goal, Ascent to 55%.  

 

Establishing a statewide attainment goal is aligned with projections about the future of work. According to the 

Georgetown Center on Education and the Workforce, 70% of all jobs will require a postsecondary degree or 

credential by 2027. Mississippi’s current rate of postsecondary attainment for adults, ages 25 to 64, is 44.4%: 

10% hold certificates, industry certifications, or other short-term credentials, 12% hold an associate degree, 

14% hold a bachelor’s degree, and 8.5% hold a graduate or professional degree.  Average postsecondary 

attainment nationally is 51.9%, while neighboring states have attainment rates of 48.1% in Louisiana, 46.8% in 

Tennessee, 45.1% in Alabama, and 43.6% in Arkansas (Lumina Foundation, 2021).  Initiatives including the 

Southern Regional Education Board’s Challenge to Lead have established a national and regional goal of 

reaching 60% of working-age adults with a postsecondary credential of value -- including an associate or 

bachelor’s degree, or a high-quality certificate. 

The Ascent to 55% Statewide Attainment Goal 

Mississippi’s Education Achievement Council (EAC) was established in 2010 for the purpose of sustaining 
attention to the state’s goal of increasing the educational attainment and skill levels of the state’s working-age 
population. In October 2020, the EAC passed a resolution to adopt a postsecondary attainment goal in the 
state of Mississippi. In that resolution, they established two goals: 
 

By 2030, Mississippi will increase the postsecondary attainment of its workforce to 55%. 

By 2035, Mississippi will increase the postsecondary attainment of its workforce to 60%. 

 
In addition, the EAC has determined that it will be important to: 

● Increase the number of adults in Mississippi who earn credentials of value 

● Increase the number of adults with credentials of value who remain in Mississippi 

● Attract more adults with credentials of value to Mississippi 

● Increase the number of jobs in Mississippi that require credentials of value 

● Close equity gaps, including racial/ethnic gaps  

https://woodwardhines.org/
https://get2college.org/
https://www.luminafoundation.org/stronger-nation/report/2021/#nation
https://www.sreb.org/sites/main/files/file-attachments/refreshedchallenge_2020_june2016_wcover_0.pdf?1491838760
http://www.mississippi.edu/eac/
http://www.mississippi.edu/eac/downloads/eac_attainment_goal_resolution_adopted_10-22-2020%5b52%5d.pdf
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● Develop a culture that values high quality credentials 

● Advance public policies and practices that promote postsecondary attainment  

 

Areas of Focus 

Workforce. Mississippi seeks to strengthen the quality and quantity of Mississippi’s workforce by increasing the 
number of credentialed working adults in Mississippi. The state has a timely opportunity to center its 
investments and collective energy toward equipping its residents with the knowledge, skills, and training to 
compete in a 21st century economy. Having an attainment goal is one component of the structural and cultural 
changes necessary for Mississippi and its workforce to become economically competitive in a global market. 

Equity. There are significant gaps for our state in educational attainment that must be closed – specifically, gaps 

linked to race and ethnicity.  Mississippi’s K-12 education system, community college system, and non-profit 

public and private universities all play a role in increasing the number of adult students who attend and complete 

a college program whether it is a certificate program or a degree program.  With the state projected to become 

a majority-minority state by 2043, the historic inequities that have characterized the outcomes of the state’s 

talent development system are no longer viable for the state to produce a workforce that meets the needs of a 

globally competitive economy. The latest Census figures show a growing divide along gender and racial 

dimensions; the gap in attainment rates (for those with an associate degree or higher) between White women 

and Black women is 8 percentage points (37% compared to 29%). Meanwhile, the gap between Black men and 

White men is 14 percentage points (31% compared to 17%). With a growing gender gap in college-going rates 

(61% of degrees conferred by the colleges in the Institutions of Higher Learning (IHL) system have been 

women since 2013), the state risks seeing a growing attainment rift, particularly for Black men, in the preparation 

and access to the growth industries and occupations in the state.  

K-12 Momentum. Recently adopted legislation focusing on a “reading to learn” model by 3rd grade is generating 

substantial improvements in literacy.  In 2019, Mississippi was reported by National Assessment of Educational 

Progress as the only state to improve reading scores and was number one in the country for gains in 4th grade 

reading and math.  Mississippi was also the only state to see improvement in 8th grade math. Mississippi has 

made substantial improvements in its high school graduation rate over the last decade.  High school graduation 

rates for the 2018-19 school year hit an all-time high at 85%. Since 2008, Mississippi has seen an increase of 

13.1% in overall educational attainment. 

 

Coordination of Work for Ascent to 55% 

We are seeking proposals from Mississippi organizations capable of coordinating the work needed for the state 

to reach the Ascent to 55% Statewide Attainment Goal. Responsibilities will include: 

● Work with the EAC, WHEF, and other partners/sectors to craft and adopt a strategy to implement 

the attainment goal. 

● Develop an appropriate structure through which key partners can provide direction for this work.  

● Establish and build relationships with top leaders at the regional, state, and national levels in the 

business, K-20 education, government, nonprofit, and philanthropic sectors. 

● Convene key stakeholders to identify areas of responsibility, goals, and potential tactics. 

● Educate policymakers and decision makers about opportunities to lower barriers to student success. 

● Implement a public awareness campaign about the importance of attainment. 

● Develop and implement a long-range funding and sustainability plan. 

● Ensure that goals of inclusiveness and diversity are met. 

● Oversee data collection and dashboard creation and maintenance, in partnership with other 

organizations, in order to track statewide progress toward the attainment goal. 
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The grantee organization will be the backbone organization for this collective impact college attainment 

initiative. Therefore, while the ultimate goal of increasing postsecondary educational attainment in Mississippi 

is the responsibility of many organizations and sectors across the state, WHEF’s expectation is that the grantee 

organization will coordinate data collection and evaluation on progress toward the goal. 

 

Qualifications – The grantee organization: 

● Must be a Mississippi-based nonprofit or governmental entity  

● Has a mission that fits with the attainment effort 

● Has existing partnerships and demonstrated leadership at the local, state, and regional level 

● Has demonstrated commitment to racial equity 

● Has capabilities in convening stakeholders in education, employers/workforce, postsecondary 

● Has experience in working on issues of public policy 

● Has experience in building effective partnerships 

● Has experience in securing additional resources  

● Will dedicate at least one full-time staff member to this work 

 

Application  

Interested parties may contact ascentto55@woodwardhines.org to gain access to the electronic RFP 

application. Curriculum vitae for key personnel who would be involved in this work may be attached, if 

applicable.  

● Demonstrate how this work would be a fit within your organization’s mission. 

● Provide brief examples of how your organization has completed similar projects. 

● Describe your organization’s commitment to racial equity and how you would work to ensure equity 

is prioritized in this work. 

● Describe the logic behind your organization’s approach to this work (see table below for one approach) 

and discuss proposed accountability measures for your organization based on identified outcomes.  

● Describe proposed advisory structure.  

○ WHEF recommends the creation of an advisory board with one seat reserved for 

appointments by WHEF, Mississippi Institutions of Higher Learning, Mississippi Department 

of Education, Mississippi Community College Board, and the Education Achievement 

Council 

● Describe the resources your organization would bring to this work. Include a description of how any 

current employees would be involved and whether any employees will need to be hired. 

● Provide a budget for how your organization proposes to use funding. 

● Describe your organization’s plan for long-term sustainability. As the initial funder for this work, 

WHEF will hold the grantee organization accountable for obtaining future funding. 

● Discuss planned evaluation approach that will be undertaken to address the factors contributing to 

those outcomes and/or overall progress toward the attainment goal.  

● Describe any deliverables your organization would develop for this project, with information on 

deliverable timing and desired audiences. Deliverables must include a strategy and evaluation plan to 

be delivered to the leadership group within first year of the project. 

 

Funding 

WHEF will commit $250,000 per year, over four years, with the possibility of future funding based on 

demonstrated progress in outcomes and sustainability. Additional funding may be available for statewide 

mailto:ascentto55@woodwardhines.org?subject=re:%20Ascent%20to%2055%20RFP
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convenings, purchase of a data-sharing system, and other related expenses outside of standard organizational 

operations. 

Disclaimer: Woodward Hines Education Foundation reserves the right where it may serve the Foundation’s 

best interests, to request additional information or clarification from applying institutions or to allow 

corrections for errors or omissions. There is no expressed or implied obligation for Woodward Hines 

Education Foundation to reimburse responding entities for any expenses incurred in preparing submissions in 

response to this request. 

 

Key Dates for Proposal Timeline 

Release of RFP Application: August 8, 2021 

RFP informational webinar: August 23, 2021 

RFP application due date: Thursday, September 30th, 2021 

Application review site visits or interviews: October/early November 2021 

Decisions and funding announcement: December 2021 

 

Technical Assistance: 

To apply, or for questions about eligibility, the application process, or project/budgetary components, 

contact ascentTo55@woodwardhines.org.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix. Program Logic Table 

mailto:AscentTo55@woodwardhines.org?subject=Questions%20regarding%20Ascent%20to%2055%20RFP
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WHEF and non-WHEF 

Resources 
Activities 

Short-term/Interim 

Outcomes 

   

   

   

This table is designed to give your team an opportunity to think about the resources you have available, the 

activities you propose and the interim outcomes that connect those activities with the ultimate goal of 

increasing the postsecondary attainment of its workforce to 55%.  

Resources. Describe the resources (beyond funding from WHEF) that your organization will be able to use 

in this work. 

Activities. List what activities will your organization propose to work towards the goals outlined in this RFP. 

(For example, kickoff convening.) 

Outcomes. The intended impact of this work is to increase the postsecondary attainment of Mississippi’s 

workforce to 55%. The coordinating organization is not solely responsible for this goal. Instead, we want 

your team to reflect on what outcomes will result from your activities.  

(One example of an outcome: key leaders from the business, government, postsecondary, K-12, and 

nonprofit sectors will attend a convening. Another example: key leaders will pledge commitment to the goal 

and identify their own data goals specific to their organization.) 


