A Baseline Understanding of El Paso's Educational Attainment
as it Relates to the 60x30TX Strategic Plan

Introduction
Recognizing that Texas is competing with neighboring states, as well as globally, for jobs and investments in
the 21st century economy, the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board (THECB) launched a strategic
plan to increase educational attainment across the state known as 60x30TX. At the heart of this initiative is
a goal to ensure that 60 percent of all Texans ages 25-34 will hold a post-secondary degree or certificate by
the year 2030. The strategic plan will help Texas build a competitive workforce that can meet future
economic demands and compete with globally changing markets.
In an effort to understand where El Paso is today in regard to the 60x30TX strategic goals delineated by the
state, the Council on Regional Economic Expansion and Educational Development (CREEED) commissioned
a study by the National Center for Higher Education Management Systems (NCHEMS) to identify gaps in
reaching the statewide 60 percent attainment goal and corrective measures needed to be on the right
track; their full analysis is available upon request. NCHEMS’ full report highlights the current state of
educational attainment in the region and provides recommendations based on best practices for how the
region can meet the statewide goals.
The findings in this summary make the case that El Paso is losing its ability to compete for 21st century jobs
and simply doesn’t have the workforce with the skills necessary to perform the kinds of high wage jobs that
are driving the new global economy. This report summarizes the key data, findings and recommendations
NCHEMS put together in their analysis.

Percent College Degree Attainment vs Per Capita Income, 2014
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2014 American Community Survey
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Key Findings

El Paso’s attainment levels have stayed relatively steady, but in a global economy: staying steady =
falling behind.
•

In comparison to most other major metropolitan areas in the U.S., El Paso has both low
education attainment and low per capita income.

•

High incomes are correlated with economies that have a higher skilled workforce and higher
education attainment levels, but El Paso has lower income among similar cities having the
same level of educational attainment.

•

Only 30 percent of working age adults, 25-64, have completed either 2 year or 4 year
college programs. This is the lowest of the five metroplexes in Texas, as well as
Albuquerque, Denver, Phoenix, and San Diego.

•

$18,200 is the average per capita income in El Paso for working age adults, 25-64. This is
again the lowest among the five metroplexes in Texas, as well as Albuquerque, Denver,
Phoenix, and San Diego.

•

El Paso’s economy is not currently developing in ways that attract many high skilled workers
to move into the region.
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•

Until this imbalance changes, El Paso will have to grow its own skilled workforce. The
primary sources for this workforce are:
§ The nine independent school districts in El Paso County for K-12.
§ El Paso Community College (EPCC) and the University of Texas at El Paso (UTEP)
for post-secondary education

Median Family Income and Education Attainment,
1950 to 2014, El Paso Relative to Texas

Sources: Christine Thurlow Brenner (2001), Educational Trends and Income in El Paso: A Longitudinal Perspective,
University of Texas at El Paso, Institute for Policy and Economic Development; American Community Survey

•

Texas and El Paso have lost ground to national and international competitors over the past
decade. In the period 1950-90, El Paso dropped from 20 percent above the state average in
college attainment to more than 30 percent below the Texas average, and since has made
gains but insufficient to close the attainment gap. El Paso needs a high-skilled and educated
workforce as well as better jobs in which they can be employed. Both are matters of
considerable urgency; failure to address them will cause El Paso to fall even further behind.
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•

El Paso’s education system is not currently developing in ways to meet the needs of the
region in order to compete in a global economy.

K-12 Level
At the K-12 level, the primary issue is one of quality as the majority of students receive inadequate
preparation for post-secondary education.
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•

A minimum of 7 percent of eighth grade students in El Paso County are lost before
entering ninth grade.

•

Only 85 percent of El Paso ninth graders graduate from high school. States with the best
high school graduation rates are at about 91 percent. The Texas statewide average is 89
percent.

•

The composite high school graduation rate, which includes eighth graders lost before
entering ninth grade, is 79 percent.

•

The college going rate for El Paso high school students graduating in 2012 (most recent
data available) was 61.5 percent, with about 55 percent attending a two-year institution
and 45 percent attending a four-year institution.

•

Of the El Paso County high school graduates who enroll in a post-secondary program, most
are not fully prepared for college-level academic work. Data available from Texas Education
Agency (TEA) reveals that in 2012 (the last year for which data are available) only 6 percent
of El Paso tenth and eleventh grade students tested at the “commended performance”
level in all subjects.

•

In 2011, the average score on the SAT for El Paso students was 862. The statewide average
for Texas was 976. Both El Paso and Texas are below the Texas State Initiative (TSI)
established score of 1020 indicating college readiness.

•

Additionally, the Texas statewide average on the ACT was 20.5. El Paso’s average score was
18.2 and 17.8 for Hispanics students. Again, both El Paso and Texas are below the
composite score of 23, which the TSI identifies as indicative of college readiness.
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Post-Secondary Level
At the post-secondary level, the primary issue is one of completion.

Only 17% of El Paso 8th Graders Receive a Post-Secondary Credential 11 Years Later
–
Lowest % of Any Region in Texas

•

Only 17 percent of El Paso eighth graders obtain a post-secondary credential in 11 years.
This is the lowest of any region in the state, and below the Texas average of 20 percent.

•

Because of El Paso’s geographic isolation almost all El Paso college-going students attend
either El Paso Community College or the University of Texas at El Paso—the only public
institutions of higher learning in the region.

•

However, completion rates at EPCC and UTEP are not sufficient to meet the goals of the
THECB’s 60x30TX strategy, and remediation levels at both institutions are above the norm.
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•

Only 70 percent of students who enter UTEP and 34 percent who enter
EPCC are fully prepared for college-level work.

•

Only 38 percent of UTEP’s full time entrants complete a program in 6
years and only 13 percent of EPCC’s entrants complete a program in 3
years.

•

The circularity of El Paso’s education system further exacerbates the
challenges facing the region.

Recommendations
While improvements are being made, progress has been too little, too slow and a jolt to El Paso’s
education system is required. In addition to business and economic development inflection points,
NCHEMS identified two points along the educational pipeline that require particular attention, one at
the K-12 level and one at the post-secondary level.

Educational Pipeline Inflection Point #1
1. At the K-12 level, El Paso should increase its rate of college-ready students at the time of
high school graduation to at least 60 percent.
2. Quantum improvements in building academic, college transition, career, and life readiness
skills are required within the K-12 education system.
3. At the K-12 level, a portfolio of high performing schools is necessary to radically expand the
number of “high quality education seats” in the system; be those within the public school
system (i.e. specialized academies, in-district charter schools, magnets, and early college
high schools) or in the form of stand-alone proven public charter schools.
4. The portfolio of high performing schools must be varied and expanded to include new
providers that can create the scale, impact, and innovation needed to penetrate into the
preparation necessary for competitive capabilities.
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Educational Pipeline Inflection Point #2
1. With primarily only two public post-secondary institutions in the region, there is largely a
self-contained educational system that allows for using a more systemic approach to
solutions that will eliminate leakage in the educational pipeline.
2. This self-contained educational system creates opportunities to add nuance to the definition
of “college-readiness” and affords opportunities to align high school education with
readiness assessments and requirements at the local colleges.
3. A review of high school curricula, vis-à-vis placement exams at the two regional postsecondary institutions, should be used to:
a. Strengthen student preparation in high school and reduce the number of students being
assigned to developmental education or remediation courses.
b. Align high school curricula with requirements of the more attractive majors at those
institutions and high-growth industries in the region.
c. Identify possible secondary providers to be designed as specialized “academies” that
provide dual-credit opportunities in vocational as well as academic subject matter areas.
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MORE INFO AT

WWW.CREEED.ORG

