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DAVE ADKISSON 
 
Dave is president and CEO of the Kentucky Chamber of Commerce, the largest business 
organization in Kentucky. During his eleven years at the Kentucky Chamber, the organization has 
doubled in size, increased its professional staff to include four lobbyists, expanded its 
headquarters in Frankfort and placed a major emphasis on governmental relations. 
  

Adkisson served as the 2010 Chairman of the Board of the American Chamber of Commerce 
Executives (ACCE), an association that represents more than 7,000 chamber professionals 
across the country. In addition, he served six years on the board of directors of the U.S. Chamber 
of Commerce, the nation’s largest business association, and chaired the U.S. Chamber’s 
education policy committee. 
  
Adkisson is originally from Owensboro, Ky., where he began his career working for the local 
chamber of commerce. Later, at age 34, he was elected mayor of Owensboro and re-elected 
without opposition four years later. He was recruited in 1999 to become president of the 
Birmingham, Alabama, Chamber of Commerce and served five years in that post. 
He has held several statewide leadership posts in Kentucky, including chairman of the Kentucky 
Advocates for Higher Education, co-founder of Leadership Kentucky and chairman of the 
Kentucky Center for Public Issues. 
 
He is a graduate of Georgetown College where he currently serves on the board of trustees and 
holds a master’s from Harvard University. He resides in Lexington with his wife. Bonnie.  They 
have two grown children. In his free time, he enjoys reading, travel and, above all, spending time 
with his three grandchildren who live in Lexington. 
 
 
DR. KATE CALLAHAN 
Kate is Research for Action’s Deputy Director of Quantitative Research. She has over 15 years of 
experience in conducting mixed-methods projects focused on postsecondary education and 
transition to college. Currently, Kate is leading a two-year qualitative study of how two- and four-
year postsecondary institutions have responded to recent Outcomes Based Funding (OBF) 
policies in Tennessee, Ohio and Indiana; and a companion quantitative study designed to 
examine student outcomes in these same states. Kate is also the Project Director for a two-year 
study of New Hampshire’s competency-based education initiatives, as well as an evaluation of 
New Profit, Inc.’s work with six high-capacity organizations focused on college and career 
readiness. 

Prior to RFA, Kate co-managed a research project funded by the Lumina Foundation on the ways 
in which different levels of funding in higher education affect the quality of education. She also 
worked for the Office of Research and Policy Analysis at American Education Services/ 
Pennsylvania Higher Education Assistance Agency – one of the largest, full-service, financial aid 
organizations in the nation–contributing to policy briefs on higher education debt burden, tuition 
forgiveness programs, and Pell and other need-based grants. She has a Ph.D. in Urban 
Education from Temple University. 
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KEVIN CANAFAX 
 
Kevin is Vice President of Public Affairs for Fidelity Investments – Midwest Region. Fidelity is 
the largest mutual fund company in the United States, the No. 1 provider of workplace 
retirement savings plans and a leading online brokerage firm. He leads public affairs teams 
responsible for public policy, government relations and community relations initiatives for 
Fidelity’s Midwest Region, which includes Greater Cincinnati/Northern Kentucky and Kentucky & 
Ohio. 
 
Kevin joined Fidelity in 1994 as a director in regional communications and public affairs. From 
2000 to 2004, he served as national regional vice president of Public Affairs. He has introduced 
many successful cross-regional and cross-company strategic initiatives during his tenure 
including the One Fidelity Forum program. 
 
Kevin has a degree in broadcast management arts from Southern Ohio College in 1985 and a 
Master of Science degree in business administration from Xavier University in 2000. He is also a 
graduate of the Leadership Cincinnati and Leadership Kentucky programs. 
 
He currently serves as Chairman of the Kentucky Chamber of Commerce, is a member of the 
Cincinnati/Northern Kentucky International Airport Board (Chair, Air Service Committee); 
Cincinnati Business Committee, and Greater Cincinnati Regional Chamber of Commerce. In 
2008, Kevin co-founded “Suits That Rock”, which has provided over $600,000 in funding to 
support arts education programming for inner-city children. Canafax was recently honored as the 
Covington Education Foundation 2015 “Person of the Year.” 
 
Kevin and his wife, Jamie, reside in Covington, Kentucky. 
 
 
DR. JENNIFER ENGLE 
 
Jennifer is the Senior Program Officer leading the CLEAR initiative as part of the Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation’s Postsecondary Success strategy. The CLEAR initiative is focused on 
improving the availability and use of quality data about the performance of postsecondary 
institutions in order to increase transparency and accountability as well as to support 
improvement in the higher education system, particularly for underrepresented student 
populations. 
  
Jennifer is a national leader and expert on a number of higher education issues, including student 
access and completion; equity; and data, metrics, and accountability. In her previous role as Vice 
President for Policy Research at the Institute for Higher Education Policy (IHEP), Jennifer 
oversaw the research portfolio and team, including launching the Postsecondary Data 
Clearinghouse and Collaborative.  Prior to her leadership role at IHEP, Jennifer was Director of 
Higher Education Research and Policy at the Education Trust where she ran several major data-
related efforts, including College Results Online, and authored a number of publications focused 
on institutions that were improving outcomes for underrepresented students.  
  
Jennifer started her career in higher education as a research analyst and later as interim director 
of the Pell Institute for the Study of Opportunity in Higher Education where she authored studies 
about improving college access and success for low-income, first-generation students, a 
professional and personal passion given her own experience as the first in her family to go to 
college.  
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BRIAN FOX 
 
Brian is a senior-level associate with HCM Strategists’ higher education policy team, providing 
clients with high-level strategic advice in the areas of budgeting, state policy and finance. He 
works with several of HCM’s clients, including Lumina Foundation and the Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation. 
 
Prior to joining HCM, Brian served as director, University Finance & Budget for the Oregon Higher 
Education Coordinating Commission (HECC). As a member of the executive management team, 
Brian advised the Commission on matters of strategic planning, policy setting, legislative affairs 
and communications related to university policy development. Brian produced the HECC’s 
inaugural Agency Recommended Budget for the seven public universities, directed Commission-
level capital prioritization and oversaw the development of Oregon’s outcomes-based funding 
allocation system, the Student Success and Completion Model. 
 
Brian previously served as a special assistant to the Chancellor at the Oregon University System 
where he was the lead system level staff in the financial restructuring of two regional universities. 
He began his career as an analyst with Umpqua Bank’s Credit Services Group. A recognized 
leader in higher education finance, Brian has been invited to present and testify before 
subcommittees of the Oregon legislature, and has lectured on higher education finance policy at 
several education and business related forums. 
 
Brian earned his bachelor’s degree in economics, cum laude, from Southern Oregon University. 
He received his master’s degree in business administration from the University of Oregon, 
Lundquist College of Business. 
 
 
ROBERT L. KING 
 
Bob became the third president of the Kentucky Council on Postsecondary Education in January 
2009. Since coming to the post, he has led statewide efforts to work collaboratively with his 
counterparts in K-12 education, has focused campus attention on student success, and is 
encouraging significant reform in teacher and principal training. He was recently elected to the 
Executive Committee of the national organization that serves State Higher Education Executive 
Officers (SHEEO), and serves as its chair. Bob is the former Chancellor of the State University of 
New York, one of the largest comprehensive systems of universities, colleges, and community 
colleges in the world. More recently, he served as president and CEO of the Arizona Community 
Foundation, a statewide charitable foundation with a strong focus on education, economic 
development, and scientific research. 
 
Bob is very active in community service and has volunteered and served on numerous boards 
and organizations. He currently serves on the Board of Trustees of A.T. Still University, a 
specialized university dedicated to training physicians, dentists, and other professionals in the 
provision of “whole person” health care in Missouri and Arizona, and as a member of the board of 
the National Center on Education and the Economy. 
 
In the past, he served for nine years on the White House Commission on Presidential Scholars. 
In addition, he has served on the Education Committee of the U.S. National Commission for the 
United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO); as an advisor to the 
Middle States Commission on Higher Education regarding reauthorization of the Higher 
Education Act in Congress; the board of directors of the National Soccer Hall of Fame; and the 
board of Trustees of Prescott College located in Prescott, Arizona. Bob received a Bachelor of 
Arts degree in 1968 from Trinity College in Hartford, Connecticut, and a Juris Doctor in 1971 from 
the Vanderbilt University School of Law. He is married to Karen, his wife of 39 years. They have 
four grown children and two grandchildren. 
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STEVEN GENTILE 
 
Steven Gentile serves as the Director of Fiscal Policy Research at the Tennessee Higher 
Education Commission (THEC). He and his team oversee the State’s outcomes-based funding 
formula, coordinate all appropriation requests, and research practices and policies that help make 
institutions more effective and affordable. Prior to THEC he served as Assistant Dean of 
Admission and Financial Aid at Davidson College in N.C. He and his family now reside in 
Nashville where he is currently pursuing his Doctorate of Education from Vanderbilt University in 
Higher Education Leadership and Policy. 
 
 
BILL LEAR 
 
Bill is the current Chair-Elect of the Kentucky Chamber. He is Chairman Emeritus of Stoll Keenon 
Ogden PLLC. In addition to law firm management responsibilities, he maintains an active practice 
in real estate development and equine law and is recognized in Best Lawyers in America and 
Kentucky Super Lawyers. 

Bill was a State Representative from 1985 to 1994. During his tenure, he was Chairman of the 
House Economic Development Committee and successfully sponsored a wide range of 
significant legislation, including the Kentucky Economic Development Partnership Act, the state 
seatbelt law, and the Kentucky Whistleblower law. He was also significantly involved in a wide 
range of education issues and continued that involvement after leaving the General Assembly 
through service on boards such as the Prichard Committee, GLI’s Business Leaders for 
Education, and the Kentucky Chamber’s 2007 Taskforce on Higher Education Reform. 

Bill's current civic involvement includes the boards of Commonwealth Seed Capital Corporation, 
Louisville’s 55,000 Degrees, and the U.K. College of Law Board of Visitors. He is also a Trustee 
of Keeneland and Vice-Chairman of the Board of Stewards of The Jockey Club. 

Bill has been inducted into the Kentucky Economic Development Hall of Fame, the UK College of 
Law Alumni Hall of Fame, and the Bluegrass Business Leaders Hall of Fame. He and his wife, 
Evangeline, have three children and six grandchildren. 

 
BRIGITTE BLOM RAMSEY 
 
Brigitte is Executive Director of the Prichard Committee for Academic Excellence. Prior to joining 
the Prichard Committee in May of 2014, Ramsey was the director of public policy for United Way 
of Greater Cincinnati with a special focus on early childhood policy. She served six years on the 
Kentucky Board of Education, from 2008-2014, and was elected vice-chair of the Board in her last 
year. Ramsey also served for 10 years on the Pendleton County Board of Education. She holds 
undergraduate degrees from Northern Kentucky University and a master’s degree in public policy 
from the University of Kentucky Martin School. 
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RICHARD G. RHODA 
Richard G. Rhoda retired in December 2014 as executive director of the Tennessee Higher 
Education Commission, after serving in the post for 17 years. He dedicated his entire 40-year 
career to higher education in Tennessee, first joining the Tennessee Board of Regents as a 
graduate student. 

Over the course of his career, he served in the administration of Tennessee State University and 
was a member of the senior staff of the Tennessee Board of Regents. He held a series of interim 
appointments as president of Nashville State Community College and Austin Peay State 
University and as chancellor of the Tennessee Board of Regents. He also taught at Vanderbilt 
University as a full-time and adjunct professor. 

Over the span of his tenure at THEC, Rhoda chaired the legislative committee that designed the 
Lottery Scholarship program, assumed executive responsibility for the Tennessee Student 
Assistance Corporation, and contributed to the design and implementation of the Complete 
College Tennessee Act of 2010 and the Drive to 55 initiative. Rhoda earned a BA in History, MA 
in Education, and Ph.D. in Higher Education Administration, all from Vanderbilt University. 

 

DR. KATE SHAW 
Kate is the Executive Director of Research for Action, an independent non-profit research 
organization dedicated to using robust evidence to improve access to high quality education for 
disadvantaged students from K-16.   

Her career has focused in particular on state-level postsecondary education policy. Prior to her 
arrival at RFA, she served for several years as Deputy Secretary of Postsecondary and Higher 
Education in Pennsylvania. In this role, Kate developed and implemented a range of policies 
designed to increase the quality and accessibility of postsecondary education throughout the 
state. These included a statewide college transfer system; major reforms in teacher preparation 
and the preparation and professional development of educational leaders; the expansion of 
Pennsylvania’s longitudinal data system into the postsecondary arena; increasing the prominence 
and effectiveness of the state’s community colleges; and a major restructuring of the state’s 
college retention program to focus on concrete educational outcomes. 
  
At RFA, Kate plays a leadership role on several research projects, including multi-state studies of 
outcomes-based education and college placement policies. She was also a faculty member at 
Temple University for ten years in the Department of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies, 
and served as Chair of that Department as well. Her scholarship has focused on issues of access 
and equity in higher education with a particular emphasis on policy issues and has been 
supported by a range of foundations. She has a Ph.D. in Education from the University of 
Michigan. 
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JOHN R. THELIN 
 
John has been professor of higher education and public policy at the University of Kentucky since 
1996.  His articles on the financing and philanthropy of higher education have been published in 
The New York Times, The Chronicle of Higher Education, Inside Higher Ed, and Money 
Magazine. Also, he has been interviewed on higher education issues by The Wall Street Journal, 
NPR, ESPN Sports Center, Bloomsburg Press, The Washington Post, and KET’s Comment on 
Kentucky. He has served as a member of the American Enterprise Institute’s Washington, D.C. 
working group on higher education since its founding in 2006. 
  
John has been a consultant on higher education to Booz, Allen & Hamilton. The Aspen Institute 
awarded him a major research grant to analyze college endowment policies. Also in 2008 the 
President of the National Collegiate Athletic Association appointed him to be a charter member of 
the NCAA’s research advisory board and to co-chair their national symposium on the economics 
of intercollegiate athletics. John received the CASE (Council for Advancement & Support of 
Education) 2014 award for outstanding research on philanthropy and education. 
 
At the University of Kentucky John has received the Provost’s Outstanding Teaching Award, the 
Sturgill Award for Faculty Contribution to Graduate Studies, and the Alumni Association’s Great 
Teacher Award. He was named a University Research Professor. In January 2014 he was 
keynote speaker for the University’s Strategic Plan initiative. His recent books include The Rising 
Costs of Higher Education, Philanthropy and American Higher Education (co-authored with 
Richard Trollinger), and A History of American Higher Education. John’s research has gained 
national recognition, including the 2007 American Educational Research Association’s award for 
outstanding research on higher education. And in 2011 he received the Association for the Study 
of Higher Education award for outstanding research. 
 
In 2013 John was selected to give the University of Georgia’s annual McBee Lecture on Higher 
Education. He also has been an invited speaker at Princeton University, Brown University, 
Harvard University, Dartmouth College, the University of Alabama, the American Enterprise 
Institute, and the Manhattan Institute. 
 
John came to the University of Kentucky from Indiana University, where he was professor of 
higher education with a joint appointment at the Center on Philanthropy. Prior to that, at The 
College of William & Mary in Virginia from 1981 to 1993, John was Chancellor Professor, 
President of the Faculty Assembly, and Liaison to the Board of Visitors. In 1986 he received the 
College’s Phi Beta Kappa Award for Outstanding Faculty Scholarship. From 1978 to 1981 he was 
Research Director for California’s 64 independent colleges and universities in their federal and 
state legislative relations. 
 
An alumnus of Brown University, John majored in history, was elected to Phi Beta Kappa, and 
was a varsity wrestling letterman. In 2006 he was named to the Ivy League’s 50th anniversary 
gallery of outstanding scholar-athlete alumni. He received his M.A. and Ph.D. from the University 
of California, Berkeley where he was one of four doctoral students named a Regents Fellow. 
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DAVID L. WRIGHT 
  
In his role as senior policy officer for the Tennessee Higher Education Commission (THEC), 
David regularly advises campus, system, state, and national leaders on matters related to higher 
education. He played a pivotal role in developing the public policy agenda behind the Complete 
College Tennessee Act of 2010 (CCTA) and the last two long-range strategic plans for 
Tennessee postsecondary education, each of which established dramatic increases in 
educational attainment as the State’s primary need relative to postsecondary education. The 
CCTA and the Drive to 55 initiative of Tennessee Governor Bill Haslam are concerned not only 
with producing more Tennesseans with postsecondary credentials, but with aligning degree 
attainment with fields critical to the State’s future economic competitiveness. Toward that end, 
David has authored or overseen several studies projecting Tennessee’s future supply of 
postsecondary-educated and trained individuals against future demand for workers with 
commensurate skills, while also developing interactive, web-based tools for making the data more 
accessible to the public. 
  
His capacity for envisioning, implementing, and evaluating an actionable college completion 
agenda has established him as a national thought leader on these issues. As such, he is 
frequently invited to speak at professional association meetings, participate in technical review 
panels, and consult with other states relative to their higher education funding formulae, state 
tuition and aid policy, long-range planning, and state longitudinal data systems. Prior to arriving in 
Tennessee in 2006, David was director of research for the State Higher Education Executive 
Officers (SHEEO) association in Boulder, Colorado, where he developed the nationally known 
State Higher Education Finance (SHEF) survey. He is a doctoral candidate at Florida State 
University. 
 
 


