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State Higher Education Equity Funding Research Announcement
& Request for Proposals

The State Higher Education Executive Officers Association’s (SHEEO) primary mission is to promote an
environment that values higher education and its role in ensuring the equitable education of all Americans,
regardless of race, ethnicity, gender, or socioeconomic factors. Central to that mission is equipping states
with the skills and information to act when and where necessary. One area that presently requires
attention and action is the analysis of equitable funding to public institutions of higher education.

While there is a deep pool of literature on state higher education funding, much of this research focuses on
the determinants of changes in funding levels. Researchers have recently begun expanding this research
base to include a more focused equity lens, but there is still much we do not know, especially on the topics
of funding adequacy and equity. In 2021, SHEEO published a literature review and analysis of prior research
looking at the impacts of state funding, total revenue, and student financial aid on student outcomes.
Ultimately, we found that increasing funding to public institutions results in additional enrollments, higher
retention and graduation rates, additional degree and certificate completions, and higher statewide degree
attainment.® With generous support from the Joyce Foundation, SHEEO is issuing this Request for
Proposals (RFP) to fund research projects that investigate inequities and adequacy in higher education
funding. The immediate goal of these research projects is to advance understanding of equity-based
funding, define funding adequacy and inequitable funding, and provide states with actionable, evidence-
based solutions to help close equity gaps in public institution funding.

Background

State funding for higher education is largely determined based on prior year allocations, yet the funding
structures in most states were set up decades ago and reflect the states' perceptions of institutional
political power and lobbying capacity more than the needs of students or institutions. In many states,
inequities across institution types are inherent in the state funding structure and can be very difficult to
change. While variation in funding levels across institutions is not necessarily a concern, the reasons
behind such stratification are important to consider, especially as research shows that students of color
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and low-income students are disproportionately likely to attend poorly resourced institutions,%>*>% and

states are disproportionately likely to cut funding to higher education when students of color grow as a
portion of the total state population.”® Potentially inequitable variations in state funding are particularly
important in light of evidence that state funding levels directly affect student outcomes.*1%111213,14

In recent years, states have adjusted their higher education funding policies to be more equitable by
including equity metrics in performance-based funding (PBF) formulas. However, the inclusion of these
metrics may only correct for the inequities a PBF formula would otherwise lead to, rather than
restructuring all higher education funding to be awarded more equitably. Likewise, the impact of these
equity metrics has been mixed.>17 Regardless, for states interested in ensuring an equitable
distribution of state funding, PBF is not the only place where we should consider equity in higher
education finance; in most states, PBF is a small proportion of total state appropriations and makes up
just a portion of the overall funding puzzle.!®

State policymakers need to fundamentally reconsider how they fund higher education. This
reconsideration must include an analysis of the needs and missions of each public institution of higher
education in their state, as well as the students they serve, compared to state and local funding and the
total educational and general revenues available to each institution. Considering these fundamental
components of higher education funding can contribute to the removal of structural barriers embedded
in various educational systems that exacerbate inequities among students of various ethnicities/races
and socioeconomic statuses.
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Submission Process

SHEEO seeks to fund six research projects at $10,000 each through this RFP. Awardees will receive these
dollars directly as an honorarium, and they may seek funding from other sources to supplement the
funds. Each project will consist primarily of an empirical research paper with an abstract and an
executive summary. SHEEO is coordinating a learning community of states dedicated to exploring
equitable funding. Once the research projects are complete, researchers will present their findings to the
learning community to directly connect academic research to state practitioners. Awardees might also
be expected to present their findings to funding partners. Successful proposals will identify research that
promises to advance the work of the learning community, has immediate relevance for expanding the
field’s knowledge around equitable and adequate funding for public institutions, and meets traditional
academic standards for quality and rigor.

Proposals

For full consideration, please submit a single-spaced proposal that does not exceed 2,000 words with 12-
point font and 1-inch margins on all sides. The proposal should, at a minimum, include the following
sections:

e Objectives & purpose. This should consist of a summary of your research project, its aims, and
specific research questions that serve as an introduction to your proposal.

e Related literature & relevant theory. Please identify and synthesize any relevant research, white
papers, and reports that will inform your study. This can include works cited in this call for
proposals. Be sure to ground your work in relevant theory, regardless of field origin (e.g., higher
education, political science, sociology, etc.).

e Research methods. Identify the research design you intend to use, as well as the data source(s)
you’ll be collecting. If you require a partner to provide you with data access, please include that
partner’s letter of support at the end of your proposal.

e Significance for policy and practice. The immediate goal of these research projects is to provide
states with evidence-backed recommendations to assess equity and adequacy in their state’s
funding structure. Please describe how your research will inform policy and practice to help
close equity gaps and ensure adequate funding for public institutions of higher education and
the students they serve.

e References. This should be a works cited page formatted according to APA standards. Does not
count against your word limit.

e Staffing plan. If you intend to employ assistance from people who are not named in this
proposal, please list them here and delineate each individual’s expected role on the project.
Does not count against your word limit.

e Project completion timeline. Projects, including the final research paper, must be completed
within 12 months. Please provide a realistic timeline of anticipated project benchmarks and
completion dates. Does not count against your word limit.

e Résumé or curriculum vitae. Please include a curriculum vitae or résumé for each member of
your research team. Does not count against your word limit.

Please submit your proposal and all relevant documents to Kelsey Kunkle at kkunkle @sheeo.org by
11:59 p.m. Mountain Time on December 10, 2023. Review of proposals will begin on Monday,
December 11, 2023.
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Potential Approaches and Topics

We are open to all methodologies with research designs and methods that meet traditional academic
standards and are rigorously applied. These include, but are not limited to, survey research; descriptive,
correlational, inferential, quasi-experimental, and experimental quantitative studies; analyses of original
and secondary data; qualitative research; theoretical and philosophical examinations; legal analyses; and
historical studies.

We provide some potential project ideas below. However, project proposals are not limited to these
specific topics. We are open to funding any project of relevance to the larger topic of equitable and
adequate funding to public institutions of higher education.

e Methods for measuring inequalities in higher education finance.

e An overview of K-12 equity audits and lessons for higher education.

e Defining and measuring base funding adequacy across institution types.

e Aligning equity-based funding strategies with mission-specific institutional needs.

e The impacts of inequitable funding on student success, specifically for low-income and first-
generation students and students of color (e.g., Black, Latino, Asian-Pacific Islander, and Native
American students).

e The impacts of inequitable funding on degree attainment and college completion.

e Considerations for the analysis of equitable funding at minority serving institutions (MSls).

e State funding needs and cost differences across institutions in rural, suburban, and urban
communities.

e Best practices for creating a sustainable and consistently equitable funding structure.

e Trends in funding inequality and inequities over time.

In addition to publishing these research papers, SHEEO will produce a publication that synthesizes the
findings and common themes from all six papers that is designed to translate the research findings for
practitioners and policymakers.

Proposal Selection Criteria
Research project proposals will be evaluated and selected based on the following criteria:

e Relevance to the topic of equitable and adequate funding to public institutions of higher
education.

e Significance of proposed research questions and topic.

e Rigor and rationale for proposed research method and design.

e Ability to turn the potential findings of the proposed research project into actionable solutions
that will help states determine if they are funding their public institutions adequately and close
any equity gaps that may exist.

e Project timeline suggests the proposed project can be completed in 12 months.



Timeline

The timeline for submission and completion of accepted research projects is provided below. A more
detailed timeline will be provided to awardees following proposal acceptance.

Date Action Completed

Informational meeting to answer questions for those interested in submitting a
November 7, 2023 proposal

December 10, 2023 Research proposals due to SHEEO

December 19, 2023 SHEEO sends decision letters to submitters

June 12, 2024 Interim progress reports due

January 12, 2025 Final research papers due

Awardees present their research findings to funding partners at one of two
March/June 2025 quarterly meetings

The final research papers will be widely distributed. Papers will be posted to SHEEQ’s website, emailed to
our members, and shared via social media accounts and our monthly newsletter. We may also ask that
papers be presented at our annual policy conferences and relevant SHEEO convenings.

Finally, if your organization or institution requires IRB approval to complete your project, you must
submit a copy of the approval to SHEEO.

If you have any questions regarding the content of your proposal, please reach out to Kelsey Kunkle at
kkunkle@sheeo.org and Dustin Weeden at dweeden@sheeo.org.
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