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Since its founding more than 40 years ago, the Woodward 
Hines Education Foundation (WHEF) has been steadfast in its 
commitment to transforming postsecondary outcomes for students 
and families all across Mississippi. Building on our early work as a 
small startup ensuring the availability of federally-financed student 

loans statewide, we have grown by leaps and bounds in our reach 
and impact.

In 2016, Woodward Hines expanded its mission 

by augmenting its longtime focus on college 

access with additional focuses on college 

persistence, college completion, and student 

entry into careers with family-sustaining wages. 

Still guided by the legacy of its founders, WHEF 

continues to work towards a Mississippi in which 

all students — regardless of income, race, age, or 

circumstance — have the guidance and support 

necessary to unlock their full potential, thrive 

economically in a competitive global market, and 

engage as fully empowered citizens.

Through its work, Woodward Hines has become 

recognized, throughout Mississippi and beyond, 

as a respected leader and trusted partner in 

educational progress. Through Get2College 

(G2C), WHEF has provided direct services to 

students and families that have helped make 

Mississippi a national leader in completion of 

the Free Application for Federal Student Aid 

(FAFSA), such that the state now consistently 

places in the top 10 on this critical measure of 

college access. WHEF staff are widely recognized 

as experts in college access, routinely invited to 
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present at national conferences 

and highly sought after for their 

on-the-ground expertise. In 2020, 

WHEF helped drive Mississippi’s 

adoption of a statewide goal, 

Ascent to 55%, which seeks 

to raise the postsecondary 

credential attainment rate of 

Mississippi’s workforce to 55% by 

2030.

Despite considerable progress 

over the years, the work of 

Woodward Hines has never 

been more urgent than it is today, 

particularly given the imperative of Ascent to 

55%. On the heels of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

the “Great Resignation,” and a series of major 

economic shocks, the future of Mississippi is 

hanging in the balance. Educators, including 

high-school counselors, remain burdened with 

heavy caseloads that have only become more 

taxing as students returned to the classroom with 

new mental, emotional, and academic needs. 

College enrollment, nationally and in Mississippi, 

continues to decline, which threatens the long-

term economic prosperity of individuals, the 

state economy as a whole, and the growth of a 

skilled workforce.

Against this backdrop, Woodward Hines is 

adopting a new five-year strategic plan that 

sharpens and focuses its efforts to increase 

postsecondary access, postsecondary 

persistence and completion, and entry into 

family-sustaining careers, all of these aligned 

to Ascent to 55% as the organization’s “north 

star” goal. It reinforces our commitment to help 

students pursue postsecondary attainment in 

multiple forms, including four-year bachelor’s 

degree, two-year associate degree, and short-

term certificate and credential programs. Over 

the next five years, Woodward Hines will not only 

enhance the services it has historically provided, 

but also scale up promising practices and 

test new ways to address the rapidly evolving 

needs of students in the state. Given WHEF’s 

successes to date, we have a strong foundation 

upon which to build.

While WHEF will marshal all of its organizational 

resources to enact the new strategic plan and 

support Mississippi’s push towards Ascent to 

55%, we recognize that no single organization 

can achieve such an ambitious goal alone. 

Statewide goals require statewide efforts. 

With that in mind, WHEF will extend its efforts 

to work with other entities, both public and 

private, to unleash the ingenuity, creativity, and 

commitment that exists all across the state. 

WHEF invites organizations and individuals all 

across Mississippi to join in this most important 

work, and pledges to support others pursuing 

aligned strategies. We have promises to keep, 

and miles to go before we sleep!
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series of major economic shocks, 
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Woodward Hines is, above all, a mission-, vision- and values-driven 
organization, and its new strategic plan is tightly aligned to all three. 
All three remain unchanged from WHEF’s previous strategic plan.

WHEF’s mission is to help more Mississippians 

obtain postsecondary credentials, college 

certificates, and degrees that lead to meaningful 

employment.

WHEF’s vision is a Mississippi where all people 

can secure the training and education beyond 

high school that will allow them to enhance their 

quality of life, strengthen their communities and 

contribute to a vibrant and prosperous future 

for our state.

4 Elevating MIssissippi to a Higher Degree: 2023-2028 Strategic Plan

MISSION, VISION, 
AND VALUES



Six core values inform WHEF’s approach to fulfilling its mission and achieving its vision:

	■ Integrity in our Actions: We commit to honest work that respects and strengthens 

the well-being of our grantees, community, coworkers and partners. Daily, we work 

with humility and acknowledge our responsibility in acting as stewards of the human 

and financial resources entrusted to us, in support of WHEF’s mission.

	■ Relationship Building and Collaboration: We recognize that our resources are only 

a small part of what is needed to achieve our goals and that our work has greater 

impact when we work alongside others. We believe in cultivating relationships and 

developing partnerships that allow us to both lead and follow, as we work to further 

the mission of WHEF.

	■ Recognize the Value of all People: We recognize the value of all people and will respect 

everyone with whom we work, inside and outside the foundation, valuing each person’s 

unique background, experiences and perspective. We align our policies, practices, and 

resources so that all people have genuine opportunities to thrive.

	■ Communicate Courageously: We candidly and courageously share what we learn 

with others in an effort to serve as advocates and impact systems change.

	■ Excellence in all that we do: We commit to continuous learning and strive for 

excellence in everything we do so that WHEF is synonymous with quality, best 

practices and trustworthiness. We believe giving anything less than our best work 

would be a disservice to our grantees, community and partners.

	■ Increase Educational Equity: We are committed to serving all Mississippians and 

believe that every person—regardless of race, income, age, or circumstance—

deserves an equal opportunity to access the resources and supports that will help 

them enroll and succeed in higher education.
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STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT
One of the most important, if overlooked, 

elements of a sound strategic planning process 

is to first understand the context in which 

the strategic plan will be implemented. For 

Woodward Hines, this meant making sure to 

understand the context and perspectives of 

the state as a whole, the people and places 

we serve and partner with, and our internal 

organization itself.

To help us gather and analyze this information, 

we retained Education Strategy Group (ESG), 

a mission-driven consulting firm focused on 

increasing educational attainment rates and 

expanding opportunity in the United States, 

to serve as a thought partner and to design 

and execute a comprehensive stakeholder 

engagement strategy. Throughout 2022, ESG 

connected with WHEF stakeholders all across 

the state, spanning a wide range of sectors and 

geographies. Through several on-the-ground 

visits to Jackson, Ocean Springs, Southaven, 

and towns across the Delta, as well as virtual 

conversations, ESG engaged in more than 50 

conversations with hundreds of individuals. 

Stakeholder groups included:

	■ Students and families throughout the state

	■ Internal staff members from WHEF home 

office and regional locations

	■ Leaders and administrators from Mississippi 

institutions of higher education

STRATEGIC 
PLANNING PROCESS
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	■ Leaders, teachers, and school counselors, 

and other educators from K12 public school 

districts

	■ Leaders of other nonprofits and foundations 

in and adjacent to the education space

	■ State and local political leaders

	■ Representatives of state and local workforce 

systems

	■ Officials from Mississippi public education 

agencies (including Mississippi Department 

of Education, Mississippi Community College 

Board, Institutions of Higher Learning)

	■ The Woodward Hines Education Foundation’s 

Board of Directors 

In identifying stakeholder groups whose 

perspectives we wanted to better understand, 

we strived to ensure that the voices of those 

doing the work, those who partner in the work 

(or might), and those most impacted by the 

work were all well-represented in the process.

To ground these conversations, ESG developed 

and used interview protocols based on 

extensive research on WHEF’s institutional 

history, its recent activities and investments, 

and Mississippi’s broader educational, political, 

and socioeconomic landscape. Through these 

conversations, ESG sought to understand 

stakeholders’ previous interactions and 

experiences with WHEF, their perspectives on 

WHEF’s work and accomplishments to date, and 

their sense of WHEF’s opportunities to achieve 

even greater impact in the future.

Findings from the stakeholder engagement 

process helped identify WHEF’s strengths 

and opportunities across three primary 

levers for impact: program; grantmaking; and 

communications, policy, and advocacy. 

THEORY OF CHANGE DEVELOPMENT
Next, ESG facilitated WHEF’s development of a 

revised theory of change. A theory of change 

is at the very core of an effective strategy. 

It articulates cause-and-effect relationships 

between the activities an organization 

undertakes and the outcomes it hopes to 

produce through those activities — you might 

think of it as a “recipe for impact.” Especially in 

mission-driven organizations, theories of change 

are essential tools for effective implementation, 

evaluation, and learning.

Not unlike the best lesson plans, the most 

effective theories of change are developed via 

“backwards design.” This means first identifying 

the outcomes you hope to achieve, then 

identifying the preconditions necessary for those 

outcomes, then identifying the organizational 

activities necessary to drive those preconditions. 

This process helps organizations identify the 

activities that need to happen in order to achieve 

the change they hope to generate, rather than 

simply validating what they already do or might 

want to do, irrespective of impact.
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To develop WHEF’s new theory of change, a 

diverse, nine-member internal development 

team made up of leaders from across the 

organization engaged in a multi-stage backwards 

design process, grounded in the findings 

from the stakeholder engagement phase and 

further seeded with promising practices in 

postsecondary policy and programming drawn 

from ESG’s research and experience nationwide. 

We began our work by affirming Ascent to 55% 

as WHEF’s north star, the critical goal against 

which the rest of the theory of change would be 

created. Along the way, we received adjusting 

feedback from key stakeholders beyond the 

development team, including other WHEF staff 

members and the WHEF Board of Directors.

EVOLUTION, NOT REVOLUTION
Those most familiar with WHEF’s existing theory 

of change, prior to the redevelopment process, 

may notice that the new theory of change for 

2023-2028 contains a number of elements 

that resemble the previous theory of change. 

For instance, the three priorities grounding the 

existing theory of change — Postsecondary 

Access and Entry, Postsecondary Persistence 

and Completion, and Connection to Family-

Sustaining Work — continue to ground the new 

theory of change.

The stakeholder engagement process revealed 

that the existing theory of change, while ripe 

for a renewal, had served WHEF well, and both 

external and internal stakeholders were generally 

pleased with how it had helped WHEF select, 

implement, and measure key strategies. As a 

result, it was critical to stakeholders throughout 

the organization that the new theory of change 

be evolutionary, not revolutionary, and that it 

build on the strengths of the past, while at the 

same time clarifying new directions in the work, 

new emphasis in the work, and greater focus.

Notably, the existing strategic plan was written 

prior to the state’s adoption of Ascent to 55%, 

which has since become WHEF’s organizational 

north star. The new development process 

provided WHEF with an opportunity and a 

framework to scrutinize its current activities 

against the ultimate outcome of increased 

statewide credential attainment, and to both 

modify and supplement those activities in 

relation to that overarching goal.

One thing that became clear during the theory 

of change review process was that, while the 

existing theory of change did a great job of 

mapping Mississippi’s educational ecosystem 

as whole, there was a need for the new theory 

of change to more clearly specify WHEF’s 

organizational role and key commitments 

in driving change within that ecosystem, 

particularly in connection with Ascent to 55%.
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WHEF’s new theory of change has three major segments: Ultimate 
Outcomes, Intermediate Outcomes, and Activities. This reflects 
WHEF’s belief that a strategically selected set of Activities will 
drive improvements in a set of outcomes that WHEF can influence 
more or less directly, and that these improvements will further 
improvements in outcomes that WHEF cares about deeply but 
cannot influence directly.

WHEF’S 2023–2028 
THEORY OF CHANGE
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ULTIMATE OUTCOMES
First, we identified WHEF’s ultimate outcomes. 

These are the outcomes that we care about most. 

They are also so large, complex, slow to change, 

and removed from WHEF’s immediate influence 

that the organization cannot be held solely 

accountable for increasing them. Nonetheless, 

they are important stakes in the ground; they are 

the tentpoles upon which WHEF’s larger theory 

of change and strategy are built. These ultimate 

outcomes include both Ascent to 55% itself, as 

well as a few other elements closely connected 

to WHEF’s major priorities:

This construct makes it clear that WHEF is 

pursuing increased postsecondary access and 

postsecondary success in order to increase 

statewide credential attainment, i.e., Ascent 

to 55%. It also makes it clear that increased 

postsecondary credential attainment (i.e. Ascent 

to 55%) in turn drives increased career success 

(i.e. family-sustaining jobs) for individuals, as 

well as improvements to the statewide economy 

as a whole. Together, these outcomes name 

and show interrelationships among Mississippi’s 

most important educational and economic 

outcomes.
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INTERMEDIATE OUTCOMES
Next, WHEF needed to identify intermediate 

outcomes, i.e., critical outcomes that we could 

influence directly through our programmatic 

activities, which would, if improved, drive 

increases in its ultimate outcomes. Subsequently, 

we identified three major types of intermediate 

outcomes that would need to change in order 

to make Ascent to 55% possible. These three 

major types of intermediate outcomes were: 

changes in system conditions, changes in adult 

knowledge and behavior, and changes in learner 

knowledge and behavior:
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The structure of WHEF’s intermediate outcome 

types is worth noting. Changes in adult behavior 

and knowledge influence WHEF’s ultimate 

outcomes via the changes they produce in learner 

behavior and knowledge. Changes in system 

conditions (e.g. new state policies or legislation) 

influence the ultimate outcomes both directly 

(e.g. by increasing college aid for low income 

students) and via changes in learner behavior 

and knowledge (e.g. through a policy that would 

require 1:1 tutoring for all students entering senior 

year of high school without college-ready skills in 

math). In the end, however, it is hard to imagine 

any major changes occurring in postsecondary 

access, success, or attainment that do not 

require changes in the knowledge or behavior of 

learners. In other words, learners themselves are 

the primary unit of change for WHEF’s work.

1 “Non-traditional” students include adult learners, including those impacted by the criminal justice system.
2  “Marginalized” students includes students of low socioeconomic status, first-generation college students, and,  

in keeping with WHEF’s commitment to racial equity, students of color.

Through an iterative process, seeded by a 

national promising practices scan provided by 

ESG, the next order of business was to identify 

which specific intermediate outcomes from 

each “type” had the greatest chance of driving 

changes in the ultimate outcomes. These specific 

intermediate outcomes had to be feasible — 

WHEF either had to already have the capacity 

necessary to influence these intermediate 

outcomes through its activities, or it had to 

have the ability to develop such capacity over 

the term of the new strategic plan. They also 

had to be consistent with WHEF’s mission, 

vision, values, and history. Based on internal 

staff conversations and input from external 

and internal stakeholders including the WHEF 

Board of Directors, we identified nine critical 

intermediate outcomes within these types:

Changes in system conditions
Changes in adult behavior and 

knowledge
Changes in learner behavior 

and knowledge

	■ More need-based financial 
aid and scholarship dollars 
for both traditional and non-
traditional1 students

	■ More quantity and quality 
of K12 and postsecondary 
counseling and advising 
supports

Other focus areas may emerge  
in the next five years.

	■ The “average Mississippian” 
(and average policymaker) 
values education beyond 
high school and understands 
its return on investment

	■ Increased college and career 
knowledge and pedagogical 
quality among K12 leaders 
and educators

	■ Increased knowledge and 
implementation of effective 
student supports and 
services among college 
leaders, faculty, and staff

	■ Families believe college is 
possible for their children, 
know how to get there, and 
help students enroll, persist, 
and succeed

	■ Increased utilization of 
services and supports 
available in K12 and college

	■ Increased understanding of 
career options and related 
postsecondary models, 
schools, and pathways

	■ Increased awareness of, 
applications for, and receipt 
of scholarship and financial 
aid dollars

	■ Marginalized2 students 
increasingly “see themselves” 
belonging and succeeding in 
college

	■ Increased number of 
students applying to a 
postsecondary credential 
program
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LEVERS FOR CHANGE
Historically, WHEF has operated in three major 

domains. We recognized that these were more 

than just “domains”; they were really WHEF’s 

key levers for driving change. Through input, 

iteration, and a review of best practices, we 

isolated these levers for change, revised 

them slightly based on WHEF’s future-facing 

ambitions, and identified sub-levers within each. 

The goal of this effort was to create containers 

for the more granular activities WHEF will use 

to drive changes in intermediate outcomes and 

ultimate outcomes over the next five years.  

Original Levers for Change Revised Levers for Change

Get2College Program (G2C)
A. Direct service
B. Capacity building and scaling

Grantmaking Grantmaking
C. Student services and supports in college
D.  Postsecondary exposure and identity 

development 
E. Issue area acceleration

Communications & Impact Communications, Policy, & Advocacy
F. Education
G. Convening

Not viewed as an independent lever Research, Evaluation, & Learning
H.  Evidence-based practices and lessons 

learned

Although there is a great deal of continuity in these levers, there are also key shifts worth noting.

Program (G2C)
Woodward Hines has become widely known 

for the direct services G2C offers students and 

families all across the state, especially (but not 

only) the supports it provides around FAFSA 

completion. More recently, WHEF and G2C have 

also begun to carve out a reputation and service 

line around capacity building related not just to 

college access but to college persistence and 

success more broadly. In addition to providing 

college and career readiness (CCR) training 

to teachers and counselors across the  state, 

WHEF and G2C played an instrumental role 

in the Mississippi Department of Education 

(MDE) mandating a statewide CCR course for 

all public school students statewide. You might 

even say G2C helped “write the book” on CCR in 

Mississippi, since it created much of the college 

access content that students learn and that 

adults are trained to deliver via this course.
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Going forward, direct service will continue to 

inform capacity building, and vice versa. Still, 

as both strands of program work continue to 

evolve, WHEF may find it useful to differentiate 

and increasingly specialize in both strands, 

considering the workstreams, resources, and 

growth parameters necessary to help each 

achieve its highest impact, without losing the 

critical connection between the two.

Specific activities will include:

Direct Service

	■ Providing postsecondary counseling and 

advising services directly to K12 students 

and families Standardizing G2C’s core 

offerings — both in-person and virtual — 

across offices statewide

	■ Enhancing equity and impact by developing 

a prioritization framework for levels of 

school support, including intensive direct 

support

Capacity Building and Scaling

	■ Providing college and career counseling 

and resources for frontline institutional 

employees in K12, college, and workforce 

(with special consideration for a “counselor 

corps”-like collaboration with Mississippi 

colleges and universities

	■ Creating and/or training local college access 

networks

	■ Building out and refining content, 

pedagogical standards, curricular materials, 

tools, and logistical guidance to enhance 

impact for the statewide CCR course (with 

special consideration for collaboration 

around workforce elements with Accelerate 

Mississippi)

Grantmaking
Grantmaking has recently become a cornerstone 

of WHEF’s efforts to advance educational 

practice. Going forward, it will continue to 

be. That said, WHEF has historically offered 

relatively broad grant opportunities that enable 

potential grantees to receive funding for a range 

of activities that may be innovative, may be 

evidence-based, but are primarily aligned with 

the preferences, needs, and intuitions of the 

grantee organizations themselves. In the future, 

WHEF will increasingly work to offer grant 

opportunities that direct grantee organizations 

to undertake activities that already have a 

strong evidence base and a strong underlying 

programmatic logic to increase college 

enrollment, persistence, and graduation.

Two major grantmaking focus areas will lead the 

charge.

The first focus area — student services and 

supports — will be predicated on colleges and 

universities initiating or enhancing specific, high-

leverage services and supports for currently 

enrolled students. Potential grantee institutions 

will have the opportunity to submit evidence of 
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high-impact practices they would like WHEF to 

fund, but WHEF will play a lead role in proposing 

specific practices to consider and will make final 

determinations on whom to award based on the 

strength of the evidence3.

The second focus area — postsecondary exposure 

and identity — responds to the oft-repeated 

finding from WHEF’s stakeholder process that 

many students, especially the most marginalized 

students, often fail to “see themselves” at college 

and understand how to get there, even if they 

aspire to attend. This grantmaking effort will 

focus not only on physically exposing high school 

students (the earlier, the better) to colleges 

across Mississippi via campus visits, so that they 

can literally “see” themselves at college, but also 

3   The Accelerated Study in Associate Programs (ASAP) at the City University of New York (CUNY) or the Monitoring 
Advising Analytics to Promote Success (MAAPS) program originally implanted at Georgia State could be examples 
of such evidence-based programs. 

ensuring that K12 districts and institutions of 

higher education help attending students see a 

pathway to college, especially understanding the 

academic and administrative steps to get there.

In addition, WHEF will offer issue area 

acceleration grants. These grants will emphasize 

innovation and emerging opportunities to make a 

positive impact in issue areas aligned to WHEF’s 

ultimate and intermediate outcomes. These may 

comprise a smaller portion of WHEF’s overall 

grantmaking budget, but they are important 

opportunities to partner with other funders and 

pilot efforts that add to the existing evidence 

base. These grants will also help WHEF advance 

its priority of strengthening connections to 

family-sustaining work.

Communications, Policy, and Advocacy
Historically, WHEF’s Communications and 

Impact team has been responsible for 

developing WHEF’s publications, with a special 

focus on WHEF’s biennial impact report. While 

publicizing WHEF’s impact will continue to 

be a critical function for this team, its role will 

expand to explicitly include driving impact 

through policy and advocacy work. In particular, 

the revamped Communications, Policy, and 

Advocacy team will support WHEF’s efforts to 

drive change in system conditions statewide 

in two roles, with WHEF serving as both an 

Educator and as a Convener.

As an Educator, WHEF will leverage written 

publications and other forms of media (mass and/

or social) to target the “average Mississippian” 

with messaging around the economic value 

of a postsecondary credential to individuals, 

as well as the collective economic benefits of 

a better-educated workforce for employers, 

communities, and the state as a whole. These 

activities target the intermediate outcome 

of the average Mississippian (and statewide 

politician) ascribing greater value to education 

beyond high school, in particular recognizing 

the economic return on investment that higher 

education can provide.

As a Convener, WHEF will connect influential 

stakeholders to drive changes in state-level 

policy and/or legislation in targeted issue areas 

related to educational impact and equity. WHEF 

will focus on convening actors closely connected 
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to Mississippi’s levers of change, seeding these 

conversations with rigorous, unbiased evidence 

on problems and potential solutions, while at 

the same time elevating the perspectives of 

those most affected by state-level policy and 

legislation. WHEF will explore three specific 

issue areas for prioritization, while remaining 

open to emergent opportunities in other areas:

	■ Sustainably increasing access to need-based 

college scholarships and financial aid

	■ Increasing the availability and quality of 

student counseling and advising services in 

K12 and higher education

	■ Ensuring and enhancing educational 

supports for adults, including incarcerated 

individuals

Research, Evaluation, and Learning
Strong capacity to generate evidence from 

our own practice, to identify and incorporate 

lessons from the practice of others, and to 

continuously learn and improve in all that we do 

is essential to our mission and impact. Research, 

evaluation, and learning have always been part 

of who we are and what we do at Woodward 

Hines, but naming these as a separate lever for 

change underscores the foundational role it 

plays in the effectiveness of WHEF’s activities in 

all other levers (i.e. Program, Grantmaking, and 

Communications, Policy, and Advocacy).

As part of our commitment to research, 

evaluation, and learning, we will:

	■ Build systems to identify and incorporate 

external evidence-based promising practices 

into our work (including the prospect of 

establishing a Woodward Hines Research 

Fellowship)

	■ Enhance existing systems to gather evidence 

and generate lessons from practice to refine 

our activities in Program, Grantmaking, and 

Communications, Policy, and Advocacy

	■ Rigorously measure implementation and 

impact, including return on investment 

wherever possible, for all major activities 

and grants

	■ Disseminate information on outcomes and 

lessons learned
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It has been said that what gets measured, gets done4. It has also been 
said that you cannot improve at scale what you cannot measure5. 
Woodward Hines takes both of these statements to heart, and is 
committed to high-quality implementation, impact, and evaluation.

4  Attributed in various forms to Peter Drucker
5   A variation on “We cannot improve at scale what we cannot measure,” the fourth core principle of improvement 

from the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching.

As a learning organization, we are committed 

to measuring our theory of change, since it is 

our recipe for impact and for helping drive 

statewide progress towards our north star, 

Ascent to 55%. In the coming months, we 

will work with an external partner to identify 

metrics (and, where applicable, goals) for 

each major component of our new theory of 

change (Activities, Intermediate outcomes, and 

Ultimate outcomes). As part of that effort, we 

will identify, refine, and, where necessary, create 

new collection methods to ensure that we 

can capture essential data points. With these 

elements in place, we will develop an aligned 

evaluation plan to help us track the fidelity 

and scope of our implementation, changes in 

the intermediate and ultimate outcomes we 

care about, and (to the extent possible) causal 

relationships between those two.

At WHEF, we believe in transparency, 

accountability, and learning, and we do not 

believe there is any conflict among these three. 

Measurement is not an end in itself, nor is it a 

MEASUREMENT
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weapon, but rather, a tool that helps 

us better understand how well we 

did our work, how much of an impact 

that work created, and how we can 

do even better, more impactful work 

in the future.

Above all else, we want to see positive 

changes in the ultimate outcomes that we care 

about. We want to see Ascent to 55% become a 

reality, not just a goal. That is why we have built 

this strategic plan. At the same time, we recognize 

that no one organization can achieve that goal 

alone or be held solely accountable for it. We will 

hold ourselves primarily accountable for high-

quality implementation of our activities, and we 

will hold ourselves secondarily accountable for 

the changes in intermediate outcomes we hope 

they will generate over the next five years. We will 

release related measures publicly in our biennial 

impact reports.

Finally, we will remain laser-focused on Mississippi’s 

progress towards 55% postsecondary attainment 

by 2030. Though we hope to see Mississippi 

reach this mark by the end of this strategic plan 

in 2028, it might not be prudent to expect it. 

What we do expect is to execute our work well 

and thoughtfully, to learn continuously, and make 

adjustments to our approach to sharpen our 

impact when experience and evidence demand it.
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... we will remain laser-focused 
on Mississippi’s progress 
towards 55% postsecondary 
attainment by 2030.



We are excited to start implementing our new 

strategic plan. Upon formal adoption by WHEF’s 

Board of Directors, immediate next steps in 

calendar year 2023 will include:

	■ Developing and adopting a measurement 

and evaluation plan and aligned to our new 

theory of change

	■ Taking stock of organizational capacity and 

resource allocation relative to the new theory 

of change, and making enhancements and 

adjustments where necessary to effectively 

operationalize it

	■ Publicizing and driving awareness and 

engagement around our new strategic plan 

with both internal staff and external partners 

and stakeholders

Education is a people business, and strong 

partnerships are essential to it. Over the next five 

years, we expect to take a prominent leadership 

role in Mississippi’s Ascent to 55%, and we will 

also follow others driving improvements in the 

education ecosystem that, if outside the scope of 

our organization’s strategic plan, are nonetheless 

critical to the prosperity and progress of our great 

state. To reach our north star, education leaders, 

elected officials, policymakers, business leaders, 

and average Mississippians all across the state 

will need to unite around a common purpose. 

We at the Woodward Hines Education 

Foundation are energized by the work at hand, 

even as we remain committed to the vision of 

our founders, Jack Woodward and Herman 

Hines. Building on the foundation they laid to 

help more students afford a college education, 

we will continue to use our creativity and 

resources to address today’s problems with 

today’s opportunities. For more than 40 years, 

WHEF has been helping students defy odds and 

fulfill dreams. With gratitude and optimism, we 

look forward to the next generation of our work 

in Elevating Mississippi to a Higher Degree.

CONCLUSION:  
THE ROAD AHEAD
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