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We have much to celebrate, even 
though it’s been a tough few 

years. Our schools and students continue 
to face many challenges—some new, 
some made worse by the pandemic. 
Much of the progress we made before 
2020 was affected by these realities. But 
our students, families, and schools are 
resilient, and our programing is stronger 
now than ever. In this annual report, we 
UHDI¿UP�RXU�PLVVLRQ�DQG�VKDUH�D�VQDSVKRW�
of our impact during the 2021-2022 
school year. 

OUR WHY 
We believe that all students should 
have access to quality education and 
opportunity, regardless of their address. 
We understand how a child’s zip 
FRGH�LQÀXHQFHV�WKHLU�FKDQFH�DW�VRFLDO�
mobility and economic opportunity. We 
recognize that low-income, historically 
disadvantaged neighborhoods experience 
lower quality health, a lack of affordable 
housing, and a shortage of skilled 
jobs and livable wages. More than 
ever before, we see how this creates a 
generational cycle of poverty that public 
schools are increasingly expected to 
address; a world where schools must 
educate and prepare students while 
simultaneously meeting their needs.

By Degrees Foundation exists to support 
schools on Des Moines’ northside in 
WKHVH�HIIRUWV��:H�¿OO�JDSV�LQ�FXUUHQW�
funding and add capacity through 
¿QDQFLDO�DQG�VWDI¿QJ�UHVRXUFHV��:H�
add value by developing and delivering 
crucial postsecondary pathway 
programing and navigation. We identify 
and manage important partnerships that 
meet school, student, and family needs. 

We fund school supplies, transportation, 
food, and intramurals, among many 
others. We manage a unique 529 college 
savings account program that exists to 
reduce the widening wealth gap through 
long-term, proactive investment and asset 
building.

We also develop partnerships and 
programs that encourage self-discovery 
and prepare students for the many diverse 
postsecondary pathways available. This 
year, we were honored to collaborate 
with the Principal Foundation and Des 
Moines Art Center on the My Voice pilot 
project. This asset-based arts program 
celebrated twelve young artists from 
Findley Elementary, Harding Middle, and 
North High, who visited the Des Moines 
Art Center and explored ideas around 
expression, inspiration, and art-as-voice. 
(DFK�VWXGHQW�LGHQWL¿HG�RQH�DUWZRUN�LQ�
the museum that served as inspiration 
for an original work of their own. Our 
community celebrated these artists with 
an exhibition of each student’s work at 
the Art Center.

As our Director of Programs, Heather 
Isaacson, said of My Voice, opportunities 
such as these give our incredible young 
people a chance to be seen.

Thank you for your continued support of 
our work.

The By Degrees Team 
Emily Westergaard, CEO 
Amanda Shetler, Director of 
Development 
Carol Sames, Project Coordinator 
Heather Isaacson, Director of Programs 
Cari Long, Harding Program Manager 
Billy Kirby, Findley Program Manager

WHO WE SERVE

529 COLLEGE SAVINGS ACCOUNT PROGRAMS

%\�'HJUHHV�)RXQGDWLRQ�ZDV�RQH�RI�WKH�¿UVW�QRQSUR¿WV�WR�RSHQ��RZQ��DQG�LQYHVW�LQ�����
college savings accounts for students. Our 529 savings account programs exist to reduce 
the widening wealth gap through long-term, proactive investment and asset building for 
students and families who have been historically excluded from such. 

Our original Findley Milestone Program gives a free, By Degrees-owned account to 
every Findley student, regardless of grade level. Students can earn up to $200 annually 
from kindergarten through 12th grade by completing various academic and personal 
milestones, like showing growth in reading and participating in clubs and activities.

At Harding Middle School, we help families open their own 529 accounts and make the 
¿UVW�����LQYHVWPHQW�LQWR�WKHVH�QHZ�IDPLO\�RZQHG�DFFRXQWV�

2334
Total students 

served

312
Findley 

Elementary

678
Harding  
Middle

1344
North  
High

34%

Hispanic

13%

Asian

26%

Black

6%

Multi-racial

21%

White

90%

DEAR BY DEGREES FRIENDS AND SUPPORTERS,

STUDENT ETHNICITY/RACE

STUDENT ECONOMIC DEMOGRAPHICS

93%

of students 
earned at least 
one milestone

82
new 529 college 

savings accounts 
opened

$38,095
earned into  

279 accounts

$137
average earned 

into each account

students eligible for free and 
reduced-price lunch

2021-2022 529 COLLEGE SAVINGS ACCOUNT PROGRAM DATA  
(provided by the By Degrees Foundation)
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At the beginning of the school year, Findley 
set a big goal of getting all students to read 
more. By Degrees supported these efforts 
through Literacy Leaders. Each week, we 
recognized students who demonstrated growth 
LQ�WKHLU�UHDGLQJ�ÀXHQF\�DQG�FRPSUHKHQVLRQ��
We provided our Literacy Leaders with books 
to keep, borrow, or share with their peers.

Our partners at the Greater Des Moines 
%RWDQLFDO�*DUGHQ�KRVWHG�RXU�¿UVW�IDPLO\�QLJKW�
event since 2019. In the spring of 2022, over 
200 families visited the Botanical Garden, 
where each student received a new book of 
their choice and each family potted an herb 
garden to take home. The Greater Des Moines 
Botanical Garden, Des Moines Public Library, 
and Golden K Kiwanis club were on hand to 
promote growth in reading and enroll more 
students in our 529 college savings account 
program.

We also resumed our spring college visits. 
)LQGOH\�WKLUG�DQG�¿IWK�JUDGHUV�YLVLWHG�*UDQG�
View University’s theater production of 
³*UDFH�IRU�3UHVLGHQW�´�$IWHUZDUG��¿IWK�
grade students toured campus and met with 
Grand View college students. First graders 
DWWHQGHG�WKHLU�¿UVW�HYHU�FROOHJH�YLVLW�DW�'UDNH�
University, where they met students and 
spent some time talking and learning with 
undergraduates.

48%
of students have a 529 

college savings account

100%
of students with a 529 college 

savings account earned at 
least one milestone

92%
of students share that Findley 

students demonstrate care and 
respect for and collaborate with 

other students in their school

We worked with Harding’s Student 
Engagement Coordinator to build community 
and expand leadership opportunities for the 
whole school. Participation in Wolf Pack, 
Harding’s positive leadership club, nearly 
doubled this year. Students held monthly 
assemblies that promoted belonging, 
visited colleges, participated in a leadership 
experience at the Iowa Historical Building 
during Black History Month, and engaged 
in community service throughout the 
neighborhood. 

We also grew Junior Achievement of Central 
Iowa’s presence within the school. While 
all eighth graders are required to complete 
JA curriculum, By Degrees is expanding 
it to serve all students, creating a vertical 
connection from 6th-8th grade.

20%
of Harding students were 

members of Wolf Pack, the 
school leadership club (a HUGE 

increase from previous years!)

71%
of Harding students participated 

in at least 1 club or activity

Studies show that such 
participation positively 

influences:
•  Academic success  

(a 0.5-point increase in GPA)

•  Sense of inclusion and belonging

•  Student engagement

95%
reported learning 

something new

92%
can apply their skills, 

interests, values in 
determining a potential 

career path

91%
can think of ways to 
create and balance a 

personal budget

86%
�Ĵłŋƒ�ŶĞā�ùĢƦāũāłóā�

between a credit 
card and debit card

IMPACT OF THE JA ECONOMICS FOR SUCCESS PROGRAM 
ON HARDING 6TH GRADERS

 (data from a survey conducted after program completion)
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HARDING 
OUTCOMES

FINDLEY 
OUTCOMES

(provided by Des Moines Public Schools’ 
Panorama Education Surveys and By 

Degrees Foundation)

(provided by Harding Middle School/Des 
Moines Public Schools and By Degrees 

Foundation)



We continued to lead efforts around creating 
a postsecondary navigation framework 
within the whole school at North. This 
LQFOXGHG�JUDGH�OHYHO�VSHFL¿F�DFWLYLWLHV�DQG�
experiences to help students plan and prepare 
for postsecondary life. We visited students 
in classrooms to discuss GPA, credits, 
and required classes. We facilitated small-
group college visits and on-site business 
experiences. We developed and managed 
mentoring and internship opportunities 
with local businesses. As students neared 
graduation, we helped them apply for 
postsecondary programs and complete the 
FAFSA.

:H�RYHUVDZ�1RUWK¶V�¿UVW�HYHU�SDUWQHUVKLS�
with Iowa College Access Network (ICAN), 
which offers postsecondary and career 
readiness curriculum and assists with FAFSA 
SUHSDUDWLRQ��$W�1RUWK¶V�¿UVW�)$)6$�QLJKWV�
during the 2021-2022 school year, over 50 
seniors completed the FAFSA and submitted 
postsecondary applications. We’re focused on 
increasing the number of students who submit 
FAFSA early in their senior year.

67%
of students 
participated 

in college and 
career readiness 

activities

50
seniors attended 
pŋũŶĞ̪ŭ�ƩũŭŶ�āƑāũ�

FAFSA Nights 
during the fall 2021 

semester

44%
of graduating 

students 
completed the 

FAFSA during fall 
of their senior year

72%
of graduated 

students have 
postsecondary 

education plans

(provided by North High School/Des Moines Public Schools and By Degrees Foundation)
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HOW TO MAKE A GIFT
With your help, By Degrees provides support and programing 
for 2,300+ Des Moines students as they make their way from 
kindergarten through college. Here’s how to donate:

•  Online by scanning the QR code or visiting  
give.bydegreesfoundation.org/2022

• Call us at 515-650-8230
•  Tear along the perforation and send this card with a check to:

By Degrees Foundation
P.O. Box 41070

Des Moines, IA 50311

$100 supports identified student and family needs (like food and housing 
insecurity, lost employment)

$200 funds one student’s 529 college savings account for the year

$500 supports future-focused events, visits, and experiential activities

$1,000 funds five students’ 529 college savings accounts for the year

NAME

ADDRESS

EMAIL

PHONE

SCAN THE QR CODE


