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We are pleased to present the annual report of the State Higher Education Executive Officers Association
(SHEEO), highlighting the key themes and accomplishments of the past year. SHEEO's involvement in
various initiatives and partnerships underscores its commitment to advancing higher education policy and
practice. Projects such as the State Higher Education Finance report, Basic Needs Data Academy, Holistic
Advising for Student Success, and Rural Talent Lab demonstrate SHEEO's comprehensive approach to data-
driven decision-making, student success, and effective policy implementation.
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As we move forward, SHEEO remains committed to promoting excellence in higher education through
collaboration, research, and advocacy. We look forward to the continued support and engagement of our
members and partners in our shared mission of transforming higher education to improve outcomes and
opportunities for all students.
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BASIC NEEDS DATA ACADEMY

In FY26, SHEEO continued its Basic Needs Data Academy, funded by ECMC Foundation, with our
members in Arizona, California, Georgia, Hawai'i, Kentucky, Minnesota, and New York. Via an in-
person convening in October 2025 and multiple virtual convenings, state teams worked through a
SHEEO-designed curriculum that helped them better identify, integrate, and act upon basic needs
data in their state postsecondary data systems. In connection with team coaches and content experts
from the Coleridge Initiative, the Data Integration Support Center, and the Hope Center, state teams
developed and implemented action plans and created data assessments, audits, and taxonomies.

COMMUNICATION EFFORTS

SHEEO continued to communicate with members and the public, acting as a resource and expert
in higher education policy. SHEEO had 354 posts across social media platforms, with overall
impressions up significantly. SHEEO's presence on LinkedIn grew by 5.2% over the last year. SHEEO
published nine blog posts, issued 17 press releases, and appeared as a resource or reference for
over 50 media stories. More than 375 emails were sent to members via our Mailchimp platform,
which increased subscribers by 19.5%.

CONSTITUENT GROUPS

During FY26, SHEEO continued to convene professional networks for staff from SHEEO agencies
across a range of functional areas, including academic affairs, communications, economic and
workforce development, finance, government relations, and research and data. Through regular
virtual meetings participants engaged with expert speakers and shared challenges and best practices
across states. SHEEO also hosted first of their kind in-person convenings of chief research and

data officers in February 2026 and economic development and workforce officers in March 2026,
providing additional opportunities for peer learning and collaboration.

CONSTELLATION OF SUPPORT

In FY26, SHEEQO, Student Ready Strategies (SRS), the Nevada System of Higher Education and

the Washington Student Achievement Council continued implementation of Constellation of
Support: A Capacity-Building Approach to Institutional Change, a multiyear project designed to
help institutions remove barriers to retention and completion for marginalized student populations.
Twenty-six institutions across both states are participating. Supported by ECMC Foundation, the
project will develop a scalable model for implementing student success initiatives at the state and
system levels through coaching, workshops, and technological resources.

SHEEO.ORG FY2026 YEAR IN REVIEW IA



(\ SHEEO

FINANCIAL AID LEARNING COMMUNITY

SHEEO formed a financial aid learning community in 2022 to help states adjust to the new, simplified
FAFSA. The project was extended through the summer of 2026 to help states explore improvements
to financial aid programs and continue communicating state needs and coordinating with the federal
government. Through a learning community and webinar series, SHEEO developed resources and
shared best practices for FAFSA completion to ensure all students receive the support for which they
qualify. The learning community expanded to include teams from 18 states and extended its focus

to include preparing for the implementation of Workforce Pell, clarifying the use of FAFSA data for
reporting and research purposes, and implementing new federal regulations.

FINANCIAL SUSTAINABILITY WORKING GROUP

With funding from Lumina Foundation, and in partnership with the National Association of Higher
Education Systems (NASH), SHEEO launched a year-long project to help states address the financial
sustainability of postsecondary institutions. Teams from 10 states will craft actionable sustainability
plans to address financial challenges with the context of their state. SHEEO and NASH will publish a
series of briefs that highlight learning from the project.

GOVERNMENT RELATIONS

SHEEO maintained a strong federal presence in Washington on behalf of state higher education
agencies and systems during a period of significant policy change this year. The organization engaged
with the Trump administration and facilitated connections between its members and policymakers

on Capitol Hill, at the U.S. Department of Education, and across other federal agencies. SHEEO
provided analysis of the One Big Beautiful Bill Act (OBBB), hosted informational webinars on federal
grant opportunities, and delivered timely updates on a broad range of developments affecting higher
education policy.

To support these efforts, SHEEO offers a suite of government relations resources, including a daily
policy email, a weekly federal update, a monthly Zoom call, and a quarterly state policy review.

HOLISTIC ADVISING FOR STUDENT SUCCESS

With support from the ECMC Foundation and Ascendium, SHEEO launched a new, two-year national
initiative designed to strengthen state leadership in building research-based advising systems that
support all students. The seven participating states — Illinois, Kansas, Maryland, Massachusetts, Montana,
South Carolina, and Washington — will develop policy agendas to scale holistic advising statewide and
ensure lasting improvements in student persistence, completion, and postsecondary attainment.
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JUSTICE-IMPACTED STUDENTS

In May 2026, with support from Ascendium and in collaboration with the Tennessee Higher Education
Initiative, StrategyForward Advisors, Education Inside, and the Vera Institute for Justice, SHEEO hosted
the Second Chances, Stronger States: SHEEO's Higher Education in Prison Convening. State teams from
Arizona, Kentucky, Louisiana, Minnesota, and Virginia shared policy and practice plans for expanding
access to high-quality postsecondary education for justice-impacted students with representatives

from 11 additional states. The convening brought together policymakers, researchers, philanthropists,
students, and advocates to explore evidence-based, student-driven solutions to improving access,
strengthening workforce-aligned educational experiences, and promoting collaboration among higher
education agencies, corrections departments, and other key partners to support successful outcomes
for incarcerated learners.

MEMBER SITE VISITS

Since 2017, SHEEO has conducted site visits with member agencies to strengthen relationships, better
understand state priorities, and ensure SHEEO remains responsive to the needs of its members. These
visits provide opportunities for agency leaders and SHEEO staff to discuss emerging policy issues,
share updates on key initiatives, and identify areas for collaboration. In calendar year 2025, SHEEO
staff visited the State University System of Florida, Idaho State Board of Education, Illinois Board of
Higher Education, lowa Board of Regents, Michigan Association of State Universities and Colleges,
Michigan Community College Association, North Carolina Community College System, Ohio
Department of Higher Education, and South Carolina Commission on Higher Education.

NONCREDIT MOBILITY ACADEMY

In fall 2025, SHEEO completed the Noncredit Mobility Academy (NMA), funded by Ascendium and
ECMC Foundation. In partnership with Education Strategy Group and the Progressive Policy Institute,
SHEEO guided state teams from Louisiana, Maryland, Massachusetts, Montana, Texas, and Virginia

in integrating noncredit data into agency data systems, policies, and communications. The goal

of the Academy was to better realize the potential of noncredit education and increase economic
mobility for learners entering postsecondary education through noncredit programming. In addition
to supporting state teams, SHEEO worked with our partners to produce an overview of the academy,
state team success snapshots, and a blog post on the need to reframe noncredit education.

In April 2026, the success of the NMA resulted in new funding from Ascendium and ECMC
Foundation to support extension of this work to a broader set of states. Through the Advancing State
Policy for Noncredit Mobility project, SHEEO wiill build on the NMA, to engage state postsecondary
agencies in a nationwide effort to share knowledge, align data, academic policy, financing, and
communications, and develop practical strategies for improving noncredit-to-credential pathways.
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PURSUING ALIGNMENT FOR STUDENT SUCCESS

In FY26, SHEEO and Sova concluded the Pursuing Alignment for Student Success Across Higher
Education Institutions and State Agencies (PASS) learning community. With funding from Ascendium,
the PASS project regularly convened state and institutional chief academic officers from Kentucky,
Louisiana, North Carolina, and Wyoming to strengthen collaboration, align student success efforts,
and advance shared approaches to improving student outcomes.

RURAL TALENT LAB

The Rural Talent Development and Attraction Lab is in the second year of a four-year initiative led

by the Alliance for Research on Regional Colleges in partnership with SHEEO and HCM Strateqists,
with funding from Ascendium. The project aims to strengthen rural postsecondary opportunities in
Kansas, Montana, Pennsylvania, and West Virginia by developing statewide plans to expand middle-
skill credential pathways aligned with local workforce needs. The project provides technical assistance,
expert advising, and evaluation of learner outcomes using state administrative data and surveys.

STATE AUTHORIZATION RESEARCH

With support from Arnold Ventures and Lumina Foundation, SHEEO's State Authorization Project
supports authorization offices with new research, tools, and peer support to bolster consumer
protections and authorization processes. SHEEO concluded this project by publishing a
comprehensive suite of practitioner guides, empirical studies, and interactive data tools. These newly
released resources include a mixed-methods analysis of agency capacity, white papers on policy
strategies and data modernization, and a State Reauthorization Toolkit. Additionally, SHEEO launched
a 50-state inventory measuring reauthorization policy stringency, supported by an interactive Power
Bl dashboard and downloadable state summaries.

STATE HIGHER EDUCATION FINANCE

SHEEO published the 2025 State Higher Education Finance (SHEF) report in April 2026, accompanied
by a website with customizable visualizations and maps, data downloads, and state profiles. The
report provides insights into national and state-level trends in public higher education funding, tuition
revenue, and enrollment. Also in early 2026, SHEEQ released the Grapevine report, which provides

a first look at state higher education funding in the new fiscal year. The report includes sector-level
Information and details on how states allocate higher education funds.
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STATE POSTSECONDARY DATA: STRONG FOUNDATIONS
AND COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE

In FY26, SHEEO launched the latest iteration of the Strong Foundations survey with support from ECMC
Foundation, continuing its work to document the collection, alignment, and use of state postsecondary
student unit record data. New to this version of the survey was a focus on rural learner and institutional
data. In March 2026, SHEEO produced Strong Foundations dashboards and the “Strong Foundations
2025: Insights into State Postsecondary Rural Data” report that examined rural postsecondary data
collection by SHEEO agencies and the challenges and opportunities of using this information to inform
policy and action. The project also produced a blog post on rural learner information and briefs on state
postsecondary data alignment and linkages and privacy and security measures.

As part of the State Postsecondary Data initiative SHEEO convenes Communities of Practice to
disseminate best practices and provide technical assistance and peer learning opportunities for our
members. In November 2025, SHEEO convened state teams on the topic of "Strengthening Data
Literacy Among Higher Education Stakeholders.” During this Community of Practice, state teams
explored strategies and tools for strengthening data literacy within SHEEO agencies and among their
stakeholders and transforming data into actionable insights.

STATE HIGHER EDUCATION FUNDING
IN A DYNAMIC ENVIRONMENT

In late 2025, SHEEO launched the State Higher Education Funding in a Dynamic Environment project
to support state agencies as they navigate shifting political and fiscal landscapes, budget pressures,
and an evolving federal policy environment. As part of this project, SHEEO will provide practical toals,
updated research, and targeted guidance to help states effectively make the case for higher education
funding and efficiently allocate limited resources. Through peer learning opportunities, practitioner
tools for refining funding formulas, and the continued development of adequate funding levels, the
project aims to help states strengthen their finance systems and maintain stability during challenging
economic times. Key components of the project include the creation of the State Higher Education
Finance Network, which convenes national discussions and regular webinars connecting agencies,
researchers, and organizations. SHEEO has also convened a working group to identify effective

strategies for addressing maintenance backlogs.

WORK-BASED LEARNING & QUALITY COACHING

In March 2026, SHEEO held a Community of Practice convening for 20 member states and
critical intermediaries addressing work-based learning and quality coaching. Supported by Strada
and JPMorganChase, the event highlighted the growing importance of connecting work-based
experiences for students to state postsecondary education and workforce development goals.

In May 2026, SHEEO announced a two-year project designed to advance work-based learning
through quality coaching. With support from Strada, Ascendium, and JPMorganChase, the project
will provide virtual and in-person convenings, coaching, and technical assistance to 5-7 state teams as
they scale effective, paid work-based learning and quality coaching initiatives.
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SHEEO STAFF

SHEEO made two new hires in FY26. Stephen Mayfield became Senior Policy Analyst in December
2025, and Sachith Patabendi became Executive Assistant and Operations Manager in May 2026.

STAFF TITLES

Robert Anderson, President

Rachel Burns, Senior Policy Analyst

Jessica Colorado, Senior Policy Analyst

Jessica Duren, Strategic Communications Director

Alicia Engels, Director of Events

Corey Gheelsing, Associate Vice President

Tom Harnisch, Vice President for Government Relations
Mya Haynes, State Policy Intern

Kelsey Heckert, Data Manager

Jiah Kim, I'T Director

Carrie Klein, Associate Vice President

John Lane, Vice President for Academic Affairs

Andrea Maertens, Human Resources Consultant

Stephen Mayfield, Senior Policy Analyst

Jaden Mikoulinskii, State Policy Intern

Sachith Patabendi, Executive Assistant and Operations Manager
David Szczesny, Director of Finance

Dustin Weeden, Associate Vice President

Christina Whitfield, Senior Vice President and Chief of Staff
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