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This publication synthesizes lessons from the Pursuing Alignment for Student Success (PASS) project, 
a joint project between the State Higher Education Executive Officers Association (SHEEO) and Sova 
Solutions, and generously funded by the Ascendium Education Group. The PASS program spanned 
two years and engaged state academic officers (SAOs) in Kentucky, North Carolina, Louisiana, and 
Wyoming, as well as 30 chief academic officers (CAOs) from both two- and four-year institutions in those 
states. The resulting insights have been outlined to support other states and systems in their efforts 
to develop intentional, collaborative, and relational structures that improve state and institutional 
effectiveness and enhance success for all students.

HIGHER EDUCATION IS HIGHLY 
decentralized, with authority 
distributed throughout the broader 
system. The system is a complex, 
often fragmented landscape in 
which collaboration across distinct, 
autonomous units is essential to 
achieving the strategic goals of 
improving student success and 
ensuring institutional effectiveness. 
Stakeholders operate with different 
incentives, timelines, and pressures. 
While state agencies, institutions, 
administrators, faculty, and external 
stakeholders are actively committed 
to improving outcomes, there is an 
opportunity to better align these 
efforts with state and institutional 
strategic plans to create a more 
unified and impactful approach.

As such, collaboration is essential 
for meaningful change. This 
approach fosters shared learning 
and problem-solving, and thus 
the development of innovative, 
implementable solutions. 
Furthermore, when collaboration is 
structural rather than personality-
dependent, the system remains 
adaptive and progress continues 

Introduction: The Critical  
Role of Collaboration

despite leadership turnover 
or shifting political climates. 
Collaboration transcends a simple 
approach in these high-pressure 
environments; it’s a valid strategy 
when navigating complexity, 
distributing knowledge effectively, 
and achieving outcomes that are 
impossible to achieve alone.

Improving success outcomes for 
all students requires intentional, 
ongoing partnership between 
state academic officers (SAOs) and 
chief academic officers (CAOs). 
Insights from the PASS project, 
combined with feedback from 
CAOs and SAOs across multiple 
states, highlight a vital lesson: 
sustainable collaboration cannot 
be personality-dependent; instead, 
it must be intentionally designed, 
resourced, and embedded in 
statewide structures and initiatives. 
In an environment characterized 
by institutional autonomy, political 
and public scrutiny, declining 
resources, and competitive 
demands, improving outcomes 
ultimately depends on trust, 
alignment, and shared ownership.

This brief proposes a set of 
versatile, evidence-based 
recommendations to strengthen 
and design collaboration across 
the state, particularly in the SAO-
CAO collaboration. These tangible 
strategies and approaches can 
help states and institutions design 
efficient, high-impact collaborative 
structures, reduce conflict and 
duplication, and align statewide 
efforts around student success. The 
principles and examples exemplify 
approaches that can be tailored 
across governance models and 
varied state contexts. While the PASS 
Project was specifically focused on 
student success, these guidelines are 
intended to improve state-institution 
collaboration across a wide range of 
other issues and topics.  

While this publication focuses 
on collaboration between state 
academic officers (SAOs) and 
institutional chief academic officers 
(CAOs), recommendations may also 
apply to system academic officers 
and their institutional peers in 
higher education systems. Across 
governance models, these roles 
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often operate with incomplete 
visibility into one another’s 
constraints, incentives, and decision 
processes. There may also be 
a lack of knowledge regarding 
how to co-lead innovation. The 
recommendations below are 
designed to strengthen shared 
understanding, candid dialogue, 
and trust so that collaboration is 
durable and not dependent on 
individual personalities. 

Why Relationships  
are Critical 
Student success can be defined in 
many ways, but it is consistently 
advanced through people working 
across roles and institutions. It is 
often discussed with a focus on 
initiatives, policies, and metrics, 
with little acknowledgement of 
how that work is accomplished. 
One useful lens is the Return on 
Relationships (RoR) concept, 
which offers a powerful way to 
understand why relationships 
are not a “soft” or secondary 
consideration in student success 
work, but a core driver of impact, 
efficiency, and sustainability. RoR 
is the value a person accrues from 

nurturing a relationship (https://
ror.online). This principle reframes 
value creation by recognizing that 
perspective-taking, trust, and 
the development of collective 
knowledge and understanding 
derive from collaboration. These 
are quantifiable contributions that 
shape decision-making, design, 
implementation, and long-term 
outcomes. Return on Relationships 
(RoR) is not a state-level metric; it 
is a currency of effective leadership 
for both SAOs and CAOs. When 
this infrastructure is strong, SAOs 
gain more implementable policies, 
and CAOs gain a state partner that 
advocates more effectively for their 
unique institutional needs.

For SAOs, this matters deeply. 
Partnerships between state 
higher education agencies and 
higher education institutions sit 
at the intersection of legislation, 
policies, and institutional realities. 
Without strong relationships, 
these partnerships often become 
transactional, with information 
delivered unilaterally, data treated 
as compliance, and policies 
designed and implemented 
without adequate understanding 

of their impact on faculty, staff, and 
students. It is important that SAOs 
understand the unique realities of 
each institution and its CAO. And 
while understanding the CAOs 
context is important, it is also 
important to be transparent and 
communicate the difficulties and 
pressures of the SAO role, including 
the importance of taking a holistic, 
state-level view of the issues. 
This shared understanding can 
strengthen these relationships and 
shape an environment in which both 
state and institutional goals are met.  

Conversely, when relationships 
are intentionally designed and 
supported, returns compound. 

•	 Shared language creates  
collective meaning and allows for 
improved problem definition.  

•	 Trust accelerates effective 
collaboration and enables 
proactive problem-solving. 

•	 Psychological safety enables 
honest communication and 
transparency, thus better policy 
design. 

These conditions will shift systems 
from compliance to co-creation, 
from reactive to adaptive.

The PASS experience demonstrated 
this principle in practice. By 
investing in structured engagement, 
shared learning, and cross-role 
trust between SAOs and CAOs, 
PASS strengthened the relational 
operating capacity of state–
institution systems. The result was 
not simply more opportunities 
for statewide collaboration or 
improved communication—it 
was faster decision-making, more 
realistic and sustainable initiatives, 
greater leadership confidence, and 
stronger alignment around student 
success goals.

https://ror.online
https://ror.online
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This brief delivers a framework 
for SAOs and CAOs to co-create 
a relationship infrastructure, a 
strategic asset that serves the 
state and institution by translating 
shared goals into student outcomes. 
The tools that follow support 
SAOs in intentionally designing 
how people connect, learn, and 
collaborate—so that every policy, 
program, and investment is more 
likely to translate into meaningful 
and improved student outcomes.

In short, relationships are not a 
prerequisite for student success 
work. They are the work.

How to Best Use These 
Recommendations
While these recommendations 
provide a roadmap for SAOs to 
lead systemic change, they are also 
intended for CAOs. Together, SAOs 
and CAOs can examine current 
structures and co-design a more 
predictable, reciprocal partnership 
using this document as inspiration. 
Collaboration cannot exist without 
both state and campus academic 
officers working together. This 
is the first of two briefs that will 
share recommended practices; the 
second is targeted to CAOs.

Recommendations  
for Practice

Build Structured and Predictable Engagement 
Between SAOs and CAOs

Build and Maintain a Shared Knowledge  
Infrastructure

Use Data as a Generative Tool, Not a Compliance 
Mechanism

Balance Autonomy and Alignment Through  
Shared Project Leadership

Strengthen Communication and  
Advocacy Approaches

Co-Design Policies with CAOs

Strengthen CAO Onboarding and  
Leadership Development

Create A Relational Infrastructure  
(Not Just Meetings)

Improve Shared Understanding  
of Institutional Context

Commit to Continuous Learning and Feedback
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Kentucky’s Council on  
Postsecondary Education (CPE) hosts 
annual academic leader retreats that 
include the state academic officer, 
university, and community college 
leaders. The purpose is to identify 
joint priorities for the upcoming 
academic year and to strengthen 
relationships among all members.

What SAOs/System Officers Can Do

Albert Shanker Institute, The 
Importance of Relationships 
in Educational Reform

Why It Matters

Regular and strategic engagement 
between stakeholders—including 
administrators, faculty, staff, and 
legislative roles—is not simply 
a recommended best practice, 
but an essential mechanism for 
success. CAOs reported that building 
relationships is the true driver 
of progress and change. When 
trust is established, individuals 
are more willing to be vulnerable 
and share information, consider 
constructive feedback, and commit 
to shared goals, even in the face 
of institutional challenges or 
resource constraints. Ensuring a 
steady exchange of information and 
perspectives enables institutions 
and state offices to address 
potential conflicts proactively and 
organize all stakeholders toward a 
collective vision of improved student 
outcomes. While organizational 
charts and administrative authority 
define structure, it is the quality 
of the interpersonal relationships, 
grounded in mutual respect and 
a common purpose, that inspires 
commitment, fuels innovation, and 
sustains the effort required to make 
meaningful, systemic improvements.

Build Structured and Predictable 
Engagement Between SAOs and CAOs

Tools & Other Resources

Build structured 
small-group dialogue 
into any convening.

Host joint retreats 
focused on collaborative 
project design. Use 
external facilitators to 
design and facilitate the 
workshop, allowing for 
SAO participation.

Schedule quarterly joint 
planning meetings for state 
or system-wide initiatives 
focused on learning and 
shared problem-solving.

Establish a regular cadence 
of SAO–CAO alignment 
meetings with shared agenda 
ownership and rotating 
facilitation. Use meetings 
for shared problem-solving, 
implementation case studies, 
and early identification of 
friction points. For example, 
in one state, a CAO served 
as the convener, collecting 
agenda items from peers and 
ensuring meetings addressed 
real CAO priorities.

STATE EXAMPLE

1

https://www.shankerinstitute.org/blog/importance-relationships-educational-reform
https://www.shankerinstitute.org/blog/importance-relationships-educational-reform
https://www.shankerinstitute.org/blog/importance-relationships-educational-reform
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North Carolina’s Community  
College System (NCCCS) uses a co-
design model that demonstrates 
how early, structured engagement 
with CAOs in policy development 
can drive faster adoption and higher 
fidelity. Facilitated design sessions 
and formal feedback loops ensure 
that institutional realities shape the 
statewide policy recommendations, 
fostering a culture of transparency 
and trust. Policies are piloted on 
campuses to surface challenges 
and develop standardized 
requirements and practices for policy 
implementation. This model reduces 
administrative burden while enabling 
critical policy customization.

What SAOs/System Officers Can Do

Policy Co-Design Workflow 
Map (from idea to rollout)

Policy Development and 
Approval Process Toolkit

UK Cabinet Office,  
Policy Lab in a Day

Building Inclusive Policy 
Development by Activating 
Participatory Community + 
Stakeholder Engagement  
from Colorado Department 
of Higher Education, 
Washington State 
Achievement Council, and 
the Western Interstate 
Commission for Higher 
Education.

Why It Matters

Policies and initiatives designed 
without institutional input often 
face resistance, inconsistent 
implementation, and a lack of 
joint ownership, all of which 
interrupt progress on student 
success. Co-designing, at its 
core, is a collaborative approach 
that brings together diverse 
stakeholders—such as students, 
faculty, administrators, and staff on 
campus, and key stakeholders such 
as business leaders, employers, 
and policymakers off-campus—to 
jointly create solutions and allows 
for listening, perspective-taking, 
and contextual factors to inform 
the development of policies 
and initiatives. Throughout the 
co-designing process, sharing 
progress, challenges, and rationale 
for decisions cultivates trust 
and prevents the perception of 
top-down mandates. Ultimately, 
co-designing builds ownership, 
relevance, and sustainability.

Co-designing policies with CAOs 
ensures that state-level policies 
(like financial aid or transfer) are 
grounded in the actual barriers 
students face at the institution, 
making policies more likely to 
improve outcomes.

Co-Design Policies  
with CAOs

Tools & Other Resources

Pilot policy changes on 3–5 
volunteer campuses before 
statewide rollout. Have the 
pilot institutions inform and 
support implementation at 
other campuses.

Template development: Ask 
CAOs to co-create templates 
rather than having the state 
office design them alone.

Create formal feedback 
mechanisms with clear 
response loops for any 
major state initiative, using 
surveys, targeted meetings, 
and timelines.

Host early-in-the-process 
“policy labs” where SAOs 
and CAOs can co-design 
drafts of statewide policies 
and initiatives before they 
are finalized.

STATE EXAMPLE

During the PASS program, CAOs 
indicated a need for clear processes 
and timelines for input before 
decisions are made on goals such 
as retention or graduation rates.

2

https://www.ucop.edu/policy/resources/policy-toolkit.html
https://www.ucop.edu/policy/resources/policy-toolkit.html
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/578f5ce7e5274a0da3000186/Policy_Lab_in_a_day.pdf
https://sheeo.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/PC.Building-InclusivePolicy.pdf
https://sheeo.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/PC.Building-InclusivePolicy.pdf
https://sheeo.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/PC.Building-InclusivePolicy.pdf
https://sheeo.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/PC.Building-InclusivePolicy.pdf
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Kentucky’s Council on 
Postsecondary Education (CPE) Data 
Center houses all data dashboards. 
The Data and Advanced Analytics 
team frequently asks CAOs for input 
on the dashboards’ look and feel, 
and the data included. Along with 
these dashboards, the culture shift 
toward using data regularly supports 
improved reflection and action. 
In this Inside Higher Education 
article, “Data-Based Decisions Tip: 
Convene Regular Data Meetings”, the 
University of Kentucky’s method for 
weekly data meetings is outlined.

What SAOs/System Officers Can Do

Data Driven Dialogue 
Facilitation Guide from  
the Center for Leadership 
and Educational Equity

Generative Data Question 
Bank (“What might 
explain…?” “Where  
should we learn more?”)

Change with Analytics 
Playbook from Educause, 
National Association 
of College & Business 
Officers (NACUBO), 
and the Association for 
Institutional Research (AIR)

Why It Matters

To develop effective initiatives, a 
culture of inquiry and curiousity, 
not a culture of compliance, must 
be fostered. Framing data solely 
through the lens of accountability, 
even when fulfilling mandates and 
external reporting requirements, 
obscures student and institutional 
narratives that can provide the 
motivation and information to drive 
change. Shared understanding and 
innovation arise from curiosity and 
collaborative conversations that 
bring together multiple perspectives 
and ideas, even while managing 
time and capacity constraints. 
Addressing gaps in data literacy 
across all staff and administrative 
levels is key to ensuring these 
insights lead to meaningful change. 

Inquiry-based approaches focus  
on the student experience by 
pairing quantitative and qualitative 
data and involving students in data 
conversations, enabling institutions 
and state agencies to understand it, 
because student stories accompany 
data points.

Use Data as a Generative Tool,  
Not a Compliance Mechanism

Tools & Other Resources

Design common data 
templates created 
collaboratively to reduce 
the institutional reporting 
burden.

Develop cross-institution 
data discussions that include 
faculty, department chairs, 
and IR teams. Build a Metric 
Glossary of common metrics.

Facilitate sessions 
focused on collective 
interpretation of the data.

Convene data roundtables 
where SAOs share statewide 
dashboards and CAOs bring 
institutional disaggregated 
data to analyze patterns 
together.

STATE EXAMPLE

In the PASS program, CAOs explicitly 
asked for more clarity, shared 
practices, and reduced duplication.

3

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/student-success/academic-life/2024/04/09/building-culture-evidence-through-campus-data
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/student-success/academic-life/2024/04/09/building-culture-evidence-through-campus-data
https://www.clee.org/resources/data-driven-dialogue/
https://www.clee.org/resources/data-driven-dialogue/
https://changewithanalytics.com/playbook/
https://changewithanalytics.com/playbook/
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What SAOs/System Officers Can DoWhy It Matters

CAOs emphasized the distinction 
between information exchange 
and the development of trust 
through learning, common 
experiences, and mutual 
understanding. Strong 
relationships empower teams 
and sustain ongoing work during 
administrative transitions and 
political shifts. CAOs additionally 
highlighted the role that strong, 
nurtured relationships play in the 
long-term viability of collaborative 
efforts. This type of infrastructure 
creates an environment in 
which policies and initiatives 
can withstand organizational 
challenges, such as leadership 
and personnel changes, as well 
as shifts in the political and 
administrative landscape.

Establish CAO peer cohorts 
to enable ongoing learning on 
relevant topics or initiatives.

Support cross-state or cross-
institution visits hosted 
by peer CAOs to observe 
practices and strengthen 
relational networks.

Encourage SAO 
participation in campus 
leadership retreats, not 
just policy meetings.

For new SAOs, consider 
forming a CAO “advisory” 
group with a subset of 
CAOs to aid in developing 
an understanding of how 
to work together with the 
CAOs.

Develop a recognition 
“framework” complete with 
topics/reasons for recognition, 
timelines, and approaches.

Design opportunities for 
small breakout groups 
during every meeting.

During the PASS program, CAOs 
found these transformative for 
relationship building.

Moving from Meetings to 
Building Relationships

Developing a  
Recognition Program

Beyond Tradition:  
Innovative Mentorship 
Models for Higher 
Education

Tools & Other Resources

Create A Relational  
Infrastructure (Not Just Meetings)4

https://www.ohio.edu/hr/employee-resources/employee-recognition-guide
https://www.ohio.edu/hr/employee-resources/employee-recognition-guide
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1334381.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1334381.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1334381.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1334381.pdf
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The Washington State Board for Community and Technical Colleges  
(SBCTC) uses technology-mediated communities of practice to promote 
collaboration across its 34 institutions. This effort centralizes knowledge, 
supports faculty networks, and aligns institutional practices with statewide 
goals in student success and other metrics. The various communities 
of practice are supported by a centralized resource hub that aggregates 
information on relevant topics, enabling them to develop and share 
knowledge around specific topics. This initiative not only collects and 
organizes resources for these communities of practice, but also facilitates 
active engagement with the resource structure, so that faculty and staff know 
where the information is housed and how to access it anytime, anywhere.

What SAOs/System Officers Can Do

Shared Resource Hub 
Example

Initiative Inventory Process 
and Tracker from the 
University of North Carolina.

5-Minute Policy Brief 
Template (for a video)

Why It Matters

A notable hurdle to achieving effective 
state and institutional collaboration is 
the tendency to “reinvent the wheel.” 
This wastes time, effort, and financial 
resources. When stakeholders perceive 
that time is being spent on redundant 
tasks or that previous lessons and 
frameworks are being ignored, their 
confidence and engagement in 
the process and its leadership are 
diminished. A strategic, deliberate 
approach must be adopted: centralizing 
critical resources and actively 
establishing peer networks focused 
on specific, high-priority topics and 
initiatives. By committing to establishing 
and actively maintaining centralized 
repositories of successful models, data, 
and policy documentation, and by 
combining this with dynamic, active 
professional networks, state agencies 
and institutions can achieve powerful 
results together. This approach limits 
redundant efforts, thereby freeing up 
capacity and significantly accelerating 
policy implementation and initiative 
rollout by fostering the foundational  
trust and shared understanding 
necessary to improve student outcomes.

Tools & Other Resources

Develop short, high-impact 
micro-trainings (“5-minute 
TED Talks”) from SAO and/
or staff on key policies and 
initiatives. Use this format to 
keep people informed during 
legislative sessions as well.

Maintain a statewide 
inventory of all initiatives 
to identify duplication, 
reduce overload, and support 
alignment. This can also create 
intentional collaborations 
and partnerships amongst 
institutions.

Post a shared calendar of 
deadlines, initiatives, and 
policy expectations for better 
planning and transparency.

Build a centralized online 
resource repository (like 
Basecamp, SharePoint, or 
a customized portal) using 
consistent naming conventions 
for files and folders with:

•	 Policy templates

•	 Sample MOUs

•	 Transfer guidelines

•	 Program review processes

•	 Faculty development plans

•	 Promising practices  
from the institutions

This repository can also be 
developed for state/federal 
initiatives or grant-funded 
projects to help maintain 
knowledge and progress on 
important projects with external 
stakeholders and investors

STATE EXAMPLE

CAOs expressed a strong desire 
for this because listservs are 
helpful but scattered.

Build and Maintain a Shared 
Knowledge Infrastructure5

https://www.nascio.org/resource-center/
https://www.nascio.org/resource-center/
https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/initiative-inventory/
https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/initiative-inventory/
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Colorado State University’s Leadership Fellows Program is a  
professional development initiative supported by the Office of the President. 
It is intended to cultivate a pipeline of leaders by immersing faculty and 
staff in the complexities of higher education administration. The program 
focuses on three areas of growth for participants: Project Based Learning 
where fellows participate in and/or lead university-wide projects in specific 
areas; Administrative Insight by engaging with executive leaders to gain 
a big picture perspective of the university; and Communities of Practice 
to share successes, learnings, and navigate challenges in a peer based 
professional network of current and past participants.

What SAOs/System Officers Can Do

Guide for Introducing CAOs 
to Statewide Relationship,  
a template for new CAOs

University of California -  
Coro Systemwide Leadership 
Collaborative, a program 
focused on enhancing 
leadership skills and 
developing intercampus and 
cross-functional collaboration. 
The program is designed  
with an external facilitator  
and service provider.

Why It Matters

CAOs need support, transparency, 
and clear expectations early 
in their role. Assumptions 
about a person’s ability to lead, 
collaborate, and manage people 
regularly shape expectations for 
this role. Yet many CAOs report 
that these competencies are not 
innate; in reality, there is room 
for growth and development 
within the role and the institution. 
Their personal and professional 
development is not merely 
beneficial but is the essential fuel 
that drives institutional success. 
New CAOs need to understand 
the relational landscape and the 
legacy of state-campus dynamics 
and their institution. A framework 
that facilitates professional 
and leadership development is 
essential for transforming potential 
into sustained performance.

Tools & Other Resources

Launch new-leader visits 
where SAOs meet early with 
new CAOs to understand 
context, priorities, and support 
needs.

Undertake dual-role 
training for new CAOs and 
SAOs in conflict resolution, 
change management, and 
collaborative leadership.

Create coaching pairs where 
experienced CAOs mentor 
newcomers.

STATE EXAMPLE

CAOs requested tools to understand 
legacy issues, unspoken 
expectations of the role, and 
partnerships with the state.

Strengthen CAO Onboarding  
and Leadership Development6

Design a state-led CAO 
onboarding program, including:

•	 Overview of state priorities

•	 Institutional history packets

•	 Intro to key staff and contacts

•	 Overview of structures and 
approaches designed to  
receive their ideas and input

https://president.colostate.edu/leadership-fellows-program/
https://www.ucop.edu/human-resources/systemwide-leadership-collaborative/index.html
https://www.ucop.edu/human-resources/systemwide-leadership-collaborative/index.html
https://www.ucop.edu/human-resources/systemwide-leadership-collaborative/index.html
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AI.iNC (Artificial Intelligence  
in North Carolina) developed a 
state-level AI Guidance Handbook 
to proactively influence generative 
artificial intelligence skills across 
courses and programs. Various 
stakeholders developed a common 
statewide baseline that improves 
cohesion and quality while allowing 
for institutional flexibility in how 
guidance is operationalized. This 
effort reduced duplication, shared 
unique knowledge more broadly, 
and accelerated implementation by 
providing ready-to-use guidance that 
colleges could adapt immediately.

What SAOs/System Officers Can Do

Building a Collaborative 
Governance Framework:  
A Five-Step Process

Logic Model Development 
Guide from the W.K.  
Kellogg Foundation 
The SAO defines the “Impact” 
and “Outcomes” sections, 
and the CAO defines the 
“Activities” and “Inputs” 
based on campus resources 
and ongoing projects. 

Why It Matters

Institutions buy-in to new mandates 
and initiatives when the outcomes 
are clear. However, the pathways 
to accomplish the work may vary. 
Institutions need flexibility, states 
need cohesion; finding the balance 
is key to success. These principles 
acknowledge that while institutions 
understand their unique contexts, 
resources, and student populations, 
their efforts should align with the 
state-wide goals. Maintaining this 
productive and dynamic balance is 
vital. When states and institutions 
innovate together,  the state/system 
benefits from a diverse portfolio of 
effective approaches, rather than 
a one-size-fits-all approach. This 
approach facilitates a transparent, 
sustainable strategy to improve 
outcomes for all students.

Balance Autonomy and Alignment 
Through Shared Project Leadership

Tools & Outside Resources

Develop state-level initiatives 
co-led with SAOs and CAOs 
(each initiative includes the 
SAO and one CAO as co-chairs).

Design and facilitate regional 
collaboration models to 
encourage implementation 
and resource sharing.

Define statewide outcomes 
while allowing institutional 
strategies to vary.

Build cross-institutional and 
institutional teams around 
statewide priorities (e.g., 
transfer, workforce alignment).

STATE EXAMPLE

This mirrors the PASS model 
of shared leadership for state 
projects.

7

https://www.pdx.edu/policy-consensus-center/policy-consensus-center/sites/policyconsensuscenter.web.wdt.pdx.edu/files/2020-06/1-Building-a-Collaborative-Governance-Framework.pdf
https://www.pdx.edu/policy-consensus-center/policy-consensus-center/sites/policyconsensuscenter.web.wdt.pdx.edu/files/2020-06/1-Building-a-Collaborative-Governance-Framework.pdf
https://www.pdx.edu/policy-consensus-center/policy-consensus-center/sites/policyconsensuscenter.web.wdt.pdx.edu/files/2020-06/1-Building-a-Collaborative-Governance-Framework.pdf
https://wkkf.issuelab.org/resource/logic-model-development-guide.html
https://wkkf.issuelab.org/resource/logic-model-development-guide.html
https://wkkf.issuelab.org/resource/logic-model-development-guide.html
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The Washington Student 
Achievement Council (WSAC)  
used “Listening Tours” to bridge the 
divide between policy and ground-
level reality. See the linked resource 
for their findings.

What SAOs/System Officers Can Do

Listening Tour Summary 
from Washington Student 
Achievement Council (WSAC).

Aspen Institute’s Thrive  
Rural Development Framework 
is a tool to help SAOs better 
understand colleges and 
universities in rural settings.

Why It Matters

A critical pillar for effective 
collaboration and thus 
improved student outcomes is 
a deep knowledge and mutual 
understanding of the institutional 
contexts within the state. A lack of 
alignment in policies, initiatives 
and resource allocation often 
stems from limited insight into the 
complex realities, constraints, and 
opportunities across institutions 
by region, sector, and mission 
type. It is important for SAOs to 
understand how state policies are 
experienced by students. When 
all stakeholders have a deeper, 
more nuanced appreciation of 
the institutional environment, 
they can move beyond isolated 
efforts toward truly coordinated 
action and effective advocacy, 
while also setting the stage to 
address student needs in real 
time. Mutual understanding goes 
both ways. It is important for 
the CAO to understand the state 
environment, the expectations 
and nuances of the SAO role, 
and the accountability to other 
stakeholders, including the 
legislature or board.

Tools & Outside Resources

Conduct annual (or bi-annual) 
SAO Listening Tours to every 
campus to hear directly from 
faculty, staff, and students— 
not just presidents. This can help  
shift the state/system office 
from a “coordination only” role 
to a partner role in designing 
solutions at the institutions.

State–campus scenario 
planning sessions  
to explore enrollment 
changes, workforce needs, 
or funding shifts.

Identify community-
specific strategy grants 
designed for rural, urban, 
or regional needs.

Request annual  
institutional context briefs 
created by each CAO with:

•	 Community needs

•	 Student demographics and 
other data relevant to the 
institution and its goals

•	 Current challenges and 
legacy issues

•	 Key faculty or program 
innovations

STATE EXAMPLE

In the PASS program, CAOs 
specifically requested that SAOs 
visit campuses to gain a deeper 
understanding of ground-level 
realities.

Improve Shared Understanding  
of Institutional Context8

https://wsac.wa.gov/sites/default/files/ListeningTourReport-CoraggioGroup.pdf
https://www.aspencsg.org/thrive-rural-development/
https://www.aspencsg.org/thrive-rural-development/
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What SAOs/System Officers Can DoWhy It Matters

CAOs often need support in 
communicating institutional 
needs to legislators or state 
boards. They are vital to 
translating complex academic and 
operational requirements into 
compelling arguments that appeal 
to policymakers. Transparent 
and regular communication 
supports transparency, 
coordinated action, and effective 
advocacy. This ensures that 
internal stakeholders, external 
partners, and policymakers are 
informed about the institution’s 
strategic goals, specific needs, 
and the rationale behind 
proposed requests, policies, 
and initiatives. Predictable and 
shared communication cadences, 
targeted messages, and protocols 
for what to communicate can 
be discussed and developed in 
tandem with CAOs to ensure they 
have access to the information and 
resources they need to represent 
their work. This type of support 
and approach develops trust with 
CAOs by helping them advocate for 
their institutional needs aligned  
to state goals.

Develop “advocacy packets” 
at outlined intervals, including 
data, talking points, and 
legislative summaries. Use 
a template that can be co-
developed with CAOs.

Establish clear and efficient 
communication methods  
For example, monthly 
updates and a shared inbox 
monitored by SAO staff.

Provide CAOs with concise 
decision-support materials to 
brief presidents before state-
level or other meetings.

Host joint testimony 
preparation sessions 
for legislative hearings or 
budget requests.

This practice was discussed 
explicitly in CAO interviews as  
a powerful lever.

State Education Policy 
Tracking Tool provided by 
the Education Commission 
of the States.

Advocacy Packet Template

Tools & Outside Resources

Strengthen Communication  
and Advocacy Approaches9

https://www.ecs.org/state-education-policy-tracking-new/
https://www.ecs.org/state-education-policy-tracking-new/
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What SAOs/System Officers Can DoWhy It Matters

Collaboration improves when SAOs 
and CAOs reflect on, adapt to, and 
respond to shared problems of 
practice. This involves establishing 
mechanisms for regular self-
assessment among educators, 
administrators, students, and 
community partners to identify 
points of friction or inefficiency 
in collaborative efforts. Designing 
feedback cycles and facilitating 
reflective practices with CAOs can 
help develop a broader system focus 
and enable quick adaptations  
to confront emerging needs and  
trends. This approach requires 
vulnerability and openness to 
improving what has been developed.

Use the Collaboration 
Maturity Model to 
assess state-institution 
partnerships.

Adjust engagement 
strategies based on input 
and share how and why 
they are changing.

Invite candid feedback 
from CAOs through formal 
and informal mechanisms, 
such as pulse surveys and 
individual conversations.

Publicly recognize 
institutional contributions.

CAOs placed a high degree of value 
on informal, personal interactions 
as a means of providing feedback 
and building trust.

Collaboration Maturity 
Model for State-Institution 
Partnerships

The “What, So What, Now 
What” annual reflection 
protocol helps turn data 
observations into actionable 
strategies.

Tools & Outside Resources

Commit to Continuous  
Learning and Feedback10

https://www.clee.org/resources/what-so-what-now-what/
https://www.clee.org/resources/what-so-what-now-what/
https://www.clee.org/resources/what-so-what-now-what/


Strengthening State-Institution Collaboration for Student Success  |  15

References 
Albert Shanker Institute. (n.d.). The importance 
of relationships in educational reform. 
Retrieved March 3, 2026, from https://www.
shankerinstitute.org
Aspen Institute. (n.d.). Thrive rural development 
framework. Retrieved March 3, 2026, from https://
www.aspencsg.org/thrive-rural-development/
California Department of Education Foundation. 
(n.d.). California labor management initiative. 
Retrieved March 3, 2026, from https://www.
cdefoundation.org
Center for Leadership and Educational Equity. 
(n.d.). Data-driven dialogue facilitation 
guide. Retrieved March 3, 2026, from https://
educationalequity.org
Colorado Department of Higher Education, 
Washington Student Achievement Council, 
& Western Interstate Commission for Higher 
Education. (n.d.). Building inclusive policy 
development by activating participatory 
community + stakeholder engagement. 
Retrieved March 3, 2026, from https://sheeo.
org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/PC.Building-
InclusivePolicy.pdf
Education Commission of the States. (n.d.).  
State education policy tracking tool. Retrieved 
March 3, 2026, from https://www.ecs.org
EDUCAUSE, National Association of College 
and University Business Officers, & Association 
for Institutional Research. (n.d.). Change with 
analytics playbook. Retrieved March 3, 2026, from 
https://www.educause.edu
Inside Higher Ed. (n.d.). Data-based decisions tip: 
Convene regular data meetings. Retrieved March 
3, 2026, from https://www.insidehighered.com

THE SUCCESS OF BOTH  
SAOs and CAOs—though they 
work in different, demanding 
contexts—is mutually dependent. 
The recommendations in this 
brief provide a strategic roadmap 
to transition from personality-
dependent interactions to 
intentionally designed, sustainable 
collaborative structures. Building 
predictable engagement, co-
designing policy, and using data 
as a generative tool enables states 
to model a culture where listening 
and collaborative design are the 
primary mechanisms for success.

By moving beyond compliance-
related behaviors and approaches 
to a model of problem-solving 
collaboratively and co-
creation, state and campus 
academic officers are able to 
unlock a significant ‘Return on 
Relationships’ (RoR), building 
trust while doing the work 
together. The PASS Project affirms 
a fundamental principle: state-
institutional relationships are 
not merely a prerequisite for 
student success work—they are 
the work.  When SAOs and CAOs 
lead with shared ownership and 
trust, they do more than improve 
metrics; they strengthen the way 
the systems of higher education 
operate as an engine of economic 
growth and a vibrant democracy.

Conclusion

W.K. Kellogg Foundation. (n.d.). Logic model 
development guide. Retrieved March 3, 2026,  
from https://www.wkkf.org
Return on Relationships. (n.d.). Return on 
relationships (RoR). Retrieved March 3, 2026,  
from https://ror.online
State Higher Education Executive Officers 
Association. (n.d.). Retrieved March 3, 2026, from 
https://sheeo.org
University of California. (n.d.). UC Coro 
systemwide leadership collaborative. 
Retrieved March 3, 2026, from https://www.
universityofcalifornia.edu
University of North Carolina System. (n.d.). 
Initiative inventory process and tracker.  
Retrieved March 3, 2026, from https://www.
northcarolina.edu
UK Cabinet Office. (n.d.). Policy lab in a day. 
Retrieved March 3, 2026, from https://www.gov.
uk/government/organisations/cabinet-office
Washington State Board for Community and 
Technical Colleges. (n.d.). Retrieved March 3, 2026, 
from https://www.sbctc.edu
Washington Student Achievement Council. (n.d.). 
Listening tour summary. Retrieved March 3, 2026, 
from https://wsac.wa.gov

About the Authors

Melissa Welker is the Founder & CEO for Growth by Design, and works 
with Sova as a Project Director for the Pursuing Alignment for Student 
Success (PASS) program supported by Ascendium Education Group. She 
has led the PASS program over the last two years and has supported 
university personnel in improving their leadership practices and  
change management approaches, enabling reflection and the redesign 
of new approaches to improve students’ experiences and outcomes. 

George Mehaffy, currently a Senior Consultant for Sova, has worked 
throughout his distinguished career with the American Association of 
State Colleges & Universities (AASCU) as VP for Academic Leadership 
and, before that, in higher education as a faculty member, department 
chair, and Provost.

https://www.shankerinstitute.org
https://www.shankerinstitute.org
https://www.aspencsg.org/thrive-rural-development/
https://www.aspencsg.org/thrive-rural-development/
https://www.cdefoundation.org
https://www.cdefoundation.org
https://educationalequity.org
https://educationalequity.org
https://sheeo.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/PC.Building-InclusivePolicy.pdf
https://sheeo.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/PC.Building-InclusivePolicy.pdf
https://sheeo.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/PC.Building-InclusivePolicy.pdf
https://www.ecs.org
https://www.educause.edu
https://www.insidehighered.com
https://www.wkkf.org
https://ror.online
https://sheeo.org
https://www.universityofcalifornia.edu
https://www.universityofcalifornia.edu
https://www.northcarolina.edu
https://www.northcarolina.edu
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/cabinet-office
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/cabinet-office
https://www.sbctc.edu
https://wsac.wa.gov
https://sova.org/our-team/
https://www.ascendiumeducation.org/
https://sova.org/our-team/
https://aascu.org/
https://aascu.org/


Strengthening State-Institution Collaboration for Student Success  |  16

Appendix

Policy Design Workflow Map

PHASE ACTIVITY SAO ROLE CAO ROLE

1. Discovery Policy Lab Sprint Host workshop/meeting; 
define goals

Provide “on-the-ground” 
feasibility & barriers

2. Co-Design Drafting Sessions Facilitate template 
creation based on what is 
required for policy to be 
effective

Co-author policies

3. Feedback Feedback Loops Open formal feedback 
window & mechanism 
(survey, shared doc, etc.)

Submit positive and 
negative feedback via 
chosen mechanism. Ask for 
constructive suggestions 
where negative feedback is 
provided.

4. Pilot Small-Scale Test Provide funding/waivers 
to 3-5 institutions

Test the policy in “real-world” 
conditions

5. Refine Evaluation Rubric Analyze pilot data with 
CAOs

Collect data from staff/faculty 
implementing the pilot.

Suggest final edits based on 
pilot

6. Rollout Statewide Launch Issue final policy/template Lead campus-wide adoption
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Generative Data Question Bank
These questions are designed to shift data conversations between SAOs and CAOs  

towards being curious, not compliant.

Phase 1: Activating Curiosity (Before looking at the data)

•	 What trends do we expect to see in this dashboard?

•	 What is one question about student success that keeps you up at night, but our current reporting  
doesn’t answer?

•	 What ‘hunches’ do you have about what this data will say related to your student body?

Phase 2: Objective Observation (Looking at the data)

•	 What is the first thing your eye is drawn to in this visualization?

•	 Where do we see a significant variance (a ‘gap’ or a ‘spike’) that was not expected?

•	 Looking at the disaggregated data, which student group’s story is the most surprising?

•	 What bias or beliefs might be a part of how you are interpreting the data?

Phase 3: Meaning-Making & Inferences (The “Why”)

•	 What might explain the ‘bright spots’ in this data? Who is doing something differently?

•	 How might our current state policies be contributing to the patterns we see here?

•	 If this data were a story about a student’s journey, where is the ‘plot twist?

•	 Where should we look for more information / data that can help us better understand this insight?

Phase 4: Action & Innovation (The “Now What”)

•	 What is one small, low-cost ‘pilot’ we could design to test a solution for this specific issue?

•	 What additional qualitative data (student interviews, focus groups) do we need (or have)  
to truly understand this number?

•	 How can we share this data with [insert stakeholder group here] in a way that sparks their curiosity  
rather than their defensiveness?

Other Questions or Phrases to Consider

•	 What similarities and/or patterns exist across institutions? Why?

•	 Consider your own experience at the university, what policies and procedures stood in your  
way of being successful? Why?
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THE GOAL INSTEAD OF ASKING THIS... TRYING ASKING THIS...

Shift to Action Why didn’t we meet the 80% goal? What would it take to move  
this metric by just 2% in the 
next semester?

Shift to Barriers Why are these students failing? What institutional barriers  
are preventing these students 
from succeeding?

Shift to Partnership Why is your data different from the state’s? How can we align our data 
definitions so we are both 
seeing the same reality?

Shift to Learning Who is responsible for this drop? What can the rest of the system 
learn from how your campus 
handled this challenge?

Shift Your Language
Consider how your language and approach to data discussions may impact the outcome  

of the discussion. If your intention is to truly understand what is happening with the data,  
design your agenda and reflection questions ahead of time so you are prepared to  

model and maintain curiosity in relation to the data.
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MEETING ELEMENTS TOP DOWN, NON-COLLABORATIVE FOCUSED ON GETTING RESULTS THROUGH 
ENGAGEMENT AND RELATIONSHIPS

Strategy Designed for compliance/
Information distribution.

Designed for information exchange, 
problem identification and collaborative 
problem-solving.

Focus Meeting only focuses on the 
needs and concerns of the SAO.

Meeting is deliberately designed to include 
the concerns of the audience.

Space Lecture style format, with all 
chairs facing a stage or podium.

Small circles, breakout rooms, “walk 
and talks,” or other collaborative use of 
space. Create in both virtual and in-person 
settings.

Agenda Development Created by SAO. Created collaboratively by SAO and CAOs. 
Perhaps use a standing committee or other 
strategy to build an agenda that addresses 
all participants and their concerns.

Agenda Design Time allocation: 90% Reporting / 
10% Q&A.

Time allocation: 40% Learning / 60% Peer 
Problem Solving.

Meeting Leadership SAO is the meeting leader and 
principal speaker.

Meeting leadership is a shared 
responsibility of SAOs and CAOs.

Meeting Tools Only technology is used by the 
SAO (Podium, PowerPoint, etc.)

Use of collaboration tools that engage the 
audience and prominently highlight the 
concerns and ideas of all participants.

Social None (or optional after-hours). Integrated (e.g., Working lunches, “Share a 
Win” starters, celebrating successes).

Follow-up Minutes/Action Items. Personalized thank-yous, resource shares, 
and connections with others in the group 
or outside of it.

Moving from Traditionally-Designed Meetings
to Meetings that Foster Relationships
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SEGMENT DURATION FOCUS VISUAL/GRAPHIC GOAL

1. The Hook :45 The “Why Now” The problem statement or catalyst.

2. The Meat 1:30 Policy Mechanics 3–4 non-negotiable facts.

3. The Impact 1:30 Campus Implications How this might change the CAO’s day-to-day.

4. The Resource :45 Where to go The “Single Source of Truth.”

5. The Ask :45 Next Steps One clear deadline or action.

Detailed Script Framework

0:00–0:45 | Segment 1: The Catalyst

•	 Narrative: State the driver. “The legislature has just passed [Bill X],”  
or “Our data shows a 10% drop in [Metric Y].”

•	 The “Why”: Why should the CAO care right now? (e.g., funding implications, compliance deadlines).

0:45–2:15 | Segment 2: The Core Mechanics

•	 High-Impact Facts: Do not read the whole policy. Highlight the three most critical components.

•	 Definition: Clarify any confusing terminology to ensure system-wide alignment

•	 Visual: A bulleted list of the “Big Three” changes.

2:15–3:45 | Segment 3: The “So What?” (Campus Implications)

•	 Operational Impact: Will this require a syllabus change? A new data feed? A faculty senate vote?

•	 Consider: How might this policy disproportionately affect our part-time or first-gen students?

The “5-Minute Policy Sprint” Agenda
Below is a structured agenda and script framework designed for SAOs to use  

when briefing campus leaders on new policies or legislative updates.
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3:45–4:30 | Segment 4: The Shared Infrastructure

•	 The Hub: Direct them to your Shared Knowledge Infrastructure (SharePoint, Basecamp, etc.).

•	 The Template: “We’ve already drafted an MOU/Syllabus template for you. Do not start from scratch.”

•	 Visual: A screen-record snippet of where the file lives in the repository.

4:30–5:00 | Segment 5: The Closing Call to Action

•	 Single Task: “Please submit your pilot volunteer names by Friday,” or “Discuss this at your next Deans’ Council.”

•	 Support: “If you hit a friction point, use the Feedback Loop form linked in the description.”

•	 Use Loom or Canva: These tools let you show your face in a bubble while presenting slides,  
which builds the Relational Infrastructure outlined.

•	 The “Legislative Speed-Dial” Version: During active sessions, keep these to 3 minutes. Focus purely on  
“What was proposed” vs. “What it means for our budget.”

•	 Provide a Transcript: Many CAOs may prefer to skim the text. The tools mentioned allow for a transcript to be 
developed. Ensure the correct settings are being used.

Production Tips for SAO Staff
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Guide for Introducing New CAOs  
to Statewide Relationship

Use this template to orient new CAOs to the relationship between the state and the institution. Ensure 
the content is transparent, clear, and honest as this is not only to help them understand the relationship 
between the SAO and CAO, but is the foundation of building a collaborative relationship with new CAOs.

SECTION CONTENT

The Data Story •	 5-year trend in enrollment, retention, and graduation compared to the state average.

•	 Culture and known approaches to using data at the institution

Legacy Projects •	 What major initiatives started (or stalled) in the last 3 years?

•	 Where have the institution and the state worked well? What has been challenging  
in the past between the state and the institution?

•	 What were some challenges within those initiatives?

The Political Map •	 Legislative champions (and skeptics) at the institution.

•	 What opportunities and barriers exist at the legislative level for this institution?  
For the state?

The “Unspoken” •	 What is the current relationship between the Faculty Senate  
and the state/system office?

•	 Where is there competition with other institutions in the state? 

•	 What partnerships/collaborations already exist with other institutions?

The Logistics •	 Share information about any state-level committees the CAO is a member of  
in their new role. Include purpose, recent agenda items and progress notes.

•	 Share all meetings and their purpose
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1. Executive Summary (The “Elevator Pitch”)
To be read in 30 seconds or less by a busy legislator

3. The Data Dashboard (Evidence of Need)
Focus on “Generative” data that tells a story, not just a compliance spreadsheet

2. Legislative Summary & Analysis
Translating the “Legal-ese” into Campus Reality

•	 The Issue: A 1-2 sentence description of the current challenge or opportunity  
(e.g., “The Need for Specialized Nursing Faculty”).

•	 The Connection: How this institutional need directly impacts the State’s Master Plan or economic goals.

•	 The Ask: A clear, bolded statement of what is being requested  
(e.g., “An appropriation of $2.5M for the Healthcare Pipeline Initiative.”)

•	 The “Why” Statistic: One high-impact data point. (e.g., “For every 1 student we graduate in this field,  
there are 4 vacant jobs in our county.”)

•	 The Demographic Lens: How this affects specific student populations.

•	 ROI Projection: “Every $1 invested in this program yields $X in local tax revenue within 5 years.”

•	 Bill Number/Title: [e.g., HB 1024: Workforce Grant Expansion]

•	 Status: [e.g., In Committee, Awaiting Floor Vote]

•	 Summary: A high-level overview of the bill’s intent.

•	 Institutional Impact: * The “Plus”: What does our campus gain if this passes? 

•	 The “Friction”: What are the unintended consequences or unfunded mandates?  
(e.g., “Requires a new reporting feed for which we currently lack the software.”)

Advocacy Packet Template
This template is a starting point designed to support CAOs and SAOs with  

the development of  effective legislative advocacy materials.
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4. Key Talking Points (The “Script”)
Consistent messaging for both SAO and CAO during testimony or meetings

Point 1 (Economic): “This initiative isn’t just about degrees; it’s about filling the $X billion workforce gap in our state.”

Point 2 (Efficiency): “By using the state-designed Transfer Pathways, we are ensuring no student—and no 
taxpayer dollar—is wasted on redundant credits.”

Point 3 (Community): “As a regional anchor, our campus provides the only access to [Specific Program]  
within a 100-mile radius.”

5. Decision-Support Brief (For Presidents/Boards)
A “Cheat Sheet” for the CAO to hand to their President before a Legislative or State Board meeting

6. Artifact: Advocacy Packet Cover Sheet

•	 Context: Why are we discussing this today?

•	 Key Stakeholders: Who else is supporting this? (e.g., “Supported by the State Chamber of Commerce.”)

•	 The “Red Flags”: Potential pushback and suggested responses.

•	 Target Outcome: What does “success” look like for this meeting?

COMPONENT RESPONSIBLE PARTY STATUS 
(In progress, Pending, Complete)

State Priority Alignment SAO Office

Local Campus Impact Data CAO / IR Office

Student Success Story Campus Comms / CAO

Legislative Calendar/Deadlines SAO Gov Relations

SOURCES AND RESEARCH FOUNDATIONS

•	 The Advocacy Structure: Derived from the NASFAA (National Association of Student Financial Aid Administrators) 
State Advocacy Toolkit, which emphasizes the “One-Page Fact Sheet” and “The Ask” as the core of any packet.  
Link: NASFAA Advocacy Toolkit

•	 The Talking Point Logic: Influenced by WICHE’s (Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education) approach to 
“Policy Briefs,” which focuses on translating institutional data into legislative summaries. Link: WICHE Policy Publications

•	 The Decision-Support Format: Based on EAB’s research on “Executive Briefing” styles for university cabinets, which 
prioritizes “Operational Impact” and “Risks” over descriptive narrative.  
Link: EAB Briefing Templates (Member access often required, but frameworks are public)
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Collaboration Maturity Model  
for State–Institution Partnerships

Purpose of the Maturity Model
The maturity model helps state and system offices assess where they are, articulate where they
are going, and prioritize next steps in strengthening collaboration with institutions. The model

recognizes that collaboration develops over time and requires intentional investment.

The model can be used as:
- A self-assessment for SAO and system office teams

- A shared reflection tool with CAOs and institutional leaders
- A planning framework tied to strategic priorities and capacity

DIMENSION FOUNDATIONAL DEVELOPING ESTABLISHED EMBEDDED /
TRANSFORMATIVE

Engagement & 
Communication

Communication is 
episodic, reactive, 
and primarily one-
way. Meetings focus 
on compliance, 
reporting, or 
announcements.

Regular meetings 
occur, but agendas 
are state-driven and 
dialogue is uneven.

Predictable 
engagement 
structures with 
shared agenda-
setting and norms 
for dialogue.

Continuous, 
trust-based 
communication 
embedded across 
roles, initiatives, 
and leadership 
levels.

Policy & Initiative 
Design

Policies are 
designed primarily 
by the state/system 
office with limited 
institutional input.

Institutions provide 
feedback after 
initial policy design.

Policies and 
initiatives are co-
designed with CAOs 
and faculty leaders 
from the outset.

Co-creation and 
iteration are 
standard; policies 
evolve through 
continuous 
feedback and 
learning.

Use of Data Data is used 
primarily for 
reporting, 
monitoring, and 
accountability.

Joint data review 
occurs, but 
interpretation 
remains surface-
level.

Data is used as a 
shared learning tool 
to identify problems 
and test solutions.

Data conversations 
drive innovation, 
improvement, 
and systemwide 
learning.

Relational 
Infrastructure

Relationships 
rely on individual 
personalities and 
are vulnerable to 
turnover.

Informal peer 
networks and 
relationships are 
emerging.

Formal cohorts, 
mentoring, and peer 
learning structures 
are established and 
supported.

Relational 
infrastructure is 
institutionalized, 
resilient, and 
supported by 
resources and 
policy.

State–Institution Collaboration Maturity Model
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DIMENSION FOUNDATIONAL DEVELOPING ESTABLISHED EMBEDDED /
TRANSFORMATIVE

Knowledge 
Sharing & Tools

Information is 
fragmented across 
emails, documents, 
and informal 
channels.

Some centralized 
resources exist, 
but usage is 
inconsistent.

Shared repositories 
and tools are 
actively maintained 
and routinely used.

Knowledge sharing 
is embedded, 
curated, and 
continuously 
improved across  
the system.

Leadership 
Development & 
Onboarding

Little to no 
structured 
onboarding or 
professional 
development for 
CAOs.

Informal 
onboarding and 
peer support occur 
inconsistently.

Structured 
onboarding 
and leadership 
development are in 
place for CAOs.

Leadership 
development 
is continuous, 
strategic, and 
systemwide.

Alignment & 
Autonomy

Tension between 
state priorities 
and institutional 
autonomy is 
unresolved.

Expectations 
are clearer, but 
flexibility is limited 
or uneven.

Shared outcomes 
are clear, with 
flexibility in 
institutional 
pathways.

High trust enables 
rapid innovation 
within clearly 
aligned goals.

Shared Ownership 
& Accountability

Responsibility for 
student success is 
diffuse or unclear.

Roles and 
responsibilities are 
partially defined.

Clear shared 
ownership 
for outcomes 
across state and 
institutions.

Collective 
accountability is 
embedded and 
reinforced through 
culture and 
practice.

Focus on Student 
Success

Student success 
is broadly defined 
with limited 
coordination.

Shared goals exist, 
but implementation 
is uneven across 
institutions.

Collaboration is 
explicitly linked to 
student success 
strategies and 
outcomes.

Collaboration 
demonstrably 
improves 
completion, 
transfer, and 
mobility.

Adaptation & 
Learning

Limited reflection or 
adjustment based 
on experience.

Periodic reflection 
occurs, often 
in response to 
challenges.

Regular reflection 
and improvement 
cycles are built into 
practice.

Continuous  
learning and 
adaptation are 
cultural norms 
across the system.

HOW TO USE THE MATURITY MODEL

1. Assess 
State/system teams 

independently 
identify their current 

level for each 
dimension.

2. Compare 
Use the model with 

CAOs to compare 
perceptions 
and surface 

misalignment safely.

3. Prioritize 
Select 2–3 

dimensions to 
advance over  

the next 12–18  
months.

4. Act 
Use the strategies 

and tools in the  
SAO Collaboration 

Toolkit to move 
forward.

5. Review 
Revisit annually to 
track progress and 

recalibrate.


