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Executive Summary
This document makes the case that El Paso is losing its ability to compete for 21st century jobs; it
simply does not have a workforce with the skills necessary to perform the kinds of high-wage jobs
that are driving the new global economy and the new regional economic model introduced by
Borderplex. This reality has been generally understood for many years and numerous organizations
have engaged in activities designed to address the underlying problems. While these efforts have led
to improvements in the education attainment levels of the working age population in El Paso, these
improvements have been too small and too slow in emerging – over the past decade El Paso (and
Texas) has fallen further behind other countries and US states in spite of the progress they have
made.
In this context, the Council on Regional Economic Expansion & Educational Development
(CREEED) approached the National Center for Higher Education Management Systems
(NCHEMS) with a request to do two key things:
1. (Re)create a case statement regarding the (increasingly urgent) need for significant
improvements in the level of education attainment and workforce preparation in El Paso
critical to its regional economic development.
2. Suggest strategies (identify high priority targets of opportunity) for substantively addressing
the education attainment and future talent issue.
The major findings are that:


In comparison to most other metropolitan areas in the U.S., El Paso is characterized as
having both low education attainment levels and low per capita income. This is made
obvious in the following diagram. There are two important points to be drawn from this
diagram. First, high incomes are highly correlated with higher levels of education attainment;
high incomes are associated with economies having jobs that require a skilled workforce.
Second, among cities having the same level of education attainment as El Paso, the others
have higher incomes. El Paso not only has relatively little education capital, but it has not
created an economy that takes full advantage of the capital it does have.
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Figure 1.

Percent College Degree Attainment vs. Per Capita Income, 2014



The economy of El Paso is not developing in ways that attract many highly-skilled workers
to move into the region; El Paso will have to grow its own skilled workforce. The primary
providers will continue to be the K-12 schools in the region, El Paso Community College,
and the University of Texas, El Paso.



This education system is not developing in ways that meet the talent needs of the city and its
citizens. Only 17% of El Paso 8th graders obtain a postsecondary credential in 11 years.



At the K-12 level, the primary issue is one of quality. About 85% of the system’s 9th graders
graduate from high school. More than 60% of those students go on to college. However,
most of those graduates are not prepared for college-level work. Average ACT and SAT
scores in El Paso are far below those indicative of college readiness (18.2 versus 23.0 on the
ACT and 862 versus 1020 on the SAT).



At the postsecondary level, the issue is one of completion; only 13% of EPCC full-time
entrants complete a program in three years, and 38% of UTEP full-time entrants complete a
program in six years. Lack of preparedness with the right academic, college transition, career,
and life readiness skills of incoming students undoubtedly is a significant factor in this low
completion rate.

The major recommendations are that:


El Paso pursue the option(s) of introducing a variety of proven providers or teaching
techniques into the K-12 system, developing a portfolio of high performing schools geared
toward expanding the number of high quality seats in the system. This means that a lineup of
high quality programs will be required, such as academies, in-district charter schools, magnet
schools, early college high schools, and proven charter schools; or, essentially a variety of
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high performing pathways towards postsecondary preparation for all students within the K12 system to better their success rate of timely completion at the postsecondary level.


The business community be mobilized to send the message that postsecondary credentials
matter; they have to require such credentials where justifiable and give preference in hiring
to individuals who hold a certification indicating they have mastered relevant workplace
skills.



Economic development efforts should focus on creation of high skilled/high wage jobs. In
the absence of such development, wages for college graduates in El Paso will continue to
severely lag behind the statewide average.
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Introduction
The education attainment of the adult population and the preparation of the workforce for 21st
century jobs has been an issue of concern in El Paso for many decades. Several studies (NCHEMS
2007, OECD 2011) confirmed that the basis of these concerns are real. Numerous organizations
have made/supported efforts to “move the needle” with regard to education attainment and reform
in the region. Among these are the Collaborative for Academic Excellence based at the University of
Texas at El Paso (UTEP), the former Paso del Norte Group, and the Borderplex Bi-National
Economic Alliance (Borderplex Alliance). Recently a new organization, the Council on Regional
Economic Expansion and Educational Development (CREEED), has been formed to take up the
cause and to advocate ideas and best practices that hold promise of making substantial progress on
what has been an intransigent problem.
As one piece of its larger strategy, CREEED approached the National Center for Higher Education
Management Systems (NCHEMS) with a request to do two things:
1. (Re)create a case statement regarding the (increasingly urgent) need for significant
improvements in the level of education attainment and workforce preparation in El Paso
critical to its regional economic development.
2. In light of the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board’s 60x30 TX Strategic Plan,
suggest strategies (identify high priority targets of opportunity) for substantively addressing
the education attainment gap in El Paso.
In undertaking this assignment, NCHEMS was asked to focus only on El Paso County, not the
greater Regional Metroplex which was the focus of previous studies. This request was honored in
the main. The exceptions were instances in which data were available for Texas Education Region
19, comprised of El Paso and Hudspeth counties combined, and not the counties individually.
Given the very small population of Hudspeth County (about 3,500), inclusion of data from that
county does not affect the picture for El Paso; for data purposes El Paso County and Region 19 are
essentially synonymous.
In carrying out this study, NCHEMS compiled and analyzed data available from many sources
including the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board (THECB), The Texas Education Agency
(TEA), the federal government’s Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS), the
American Community Survey (ACS) of the US Census Bureau, and the Organization of Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD). By utilizing the data from these multiple sources, it is
possible to paint a realistic picture of:
1. How El Paso stacks up against the rest of Texas, the United States, and countries with the
world’s advanced economies.
2. Trends in El Paso over time.
3. Places in the education pipeline that provide the greatest opportunities for improvement.
While the data aren’t perfect, they are more than sufficient for the task at hand.
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How El Paso Stacks Up
In the modern era, states and regions within states must compete globally, not just with neighboring
states or even the rest of the country. Many high-value products – think smartphones and laptops –
are sufficiently light that transportation costs are not a deciding factor in selecting manufacturing
sites. And many services can be performed anywhere in the world; haircuts and lawn care can’t, but
the back office operations of financial institutions, the reading and interpretation of medical images,
and the writing of computer code can be done anywhere on the globe and the results transmitted to
any other part of the globe almost instantaneously. Since wage scales in the US are higher than in
most other parts of the world, the US and its 50 states can’t hope to compete globally purely on the
price of labor inputs. The US has to compete on the competency and productivity of its labor force
and on the value of goods and services produced per unit of labor input. The US has been able to
compete successfully on this basis in the past largely because its workforce was better educated than
workforces in other countries. Nonetheless that competitive advantage based on educational
attainment has eroded.
Figure 2 and Figure 3 show education attainment levels in Texas and El Paso in a broader national
and international context over the course of a decade.
Figure 2.

Percent of Adults with an Associate Degree or Higher by Age Group,
Texas, Mexico, and Leading OECD Countries – 2005
(Baseline Historical Data)

Note: These data include individuals who have at least an Associate’s Degree; they do not include individuals with a
postsecondary certificate.
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Figure 3.

Percent of Adults with an Associate Degree or Higher by Age Group,
Texas, Mexico & Leading OECD Countries
2014

Note: These data include individuals who have at least an Associate’s Degree; they do not include individuals with a
postsecondary certificate.
Source for Figures 1 & 2: OECD, Education at a Glance 2007, 2015; US Census Bureau, American Community Survey
One-year Public Use Microdata Sample File. Note: Data for Japan reported by the OECD for 2014.

Among the points to be taken from these two figures are:
a. Texas lags the US and El Paso lags the state of Texas. This is true for all age groups.
b. The US maintains its position as one of the best educated countries in the world by virtue of
the higher education attainment levels of its older population. Among the 25-34 year old
population, the US lags, significantly in some cases, in education attainment as compared to
several other countries.. The increasing attainment levels of young people are serving to raise
the levels of the population as a whole in most other countries. In the U.S., the education
attainment levels of 25-34 year-olds is serving to maintain the status quo, not lift the
attainment levels of the overall population. Maintaining the status quo in the US means that
its competitive advantage will continue to decline, threatening its historic global leadership in
innovation and entrepreneurship.
c. The education attainment of 25-34 year olds has improved in both Texas (by 5.3 percentage
points) and El Paso (by 4.2 percentage points) in the past nine years. However, the US as a
whole increased by 6.5 percentage points in this same period. Thus, while Texas and El Paso
have both improved they are losing ground vis-à-vis the rest of the country. At the current
rate of improvement, they’ll fall further and further behind.
d. Comparing to the US as a benchmark is to apply the wrong standard. In a global economy,
the comparisons need to be made against the best-performing countries. Using this
yardstick, Texas is 20 to 30 percentage points behind in education attainment of 25-34 yearolds; El Paso is 28 to 38 percentage points behind.
The bottom line is that Texas and (even more so) El Paso are poorly positioned to successfully
compete in a global, 21st century economy with a sustained pool of talent. Improvement efforts
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notwithstanding, Texas and El Paso have lost ground to national and international competitors over
the past decade.
The consequences of this educational disadvantage for El Paso are made clear in Figure 4. A poorly
educated workforce employed in low wage jobs has left the city with a per capita income that is fully
20% below the US and Texas state averages. More sobering is the fact El Paso was once
substantially above the Texas state averages in both college attainment and family income in the
mid-20th century. In the period 1950-90, El Paso dropped from 20% above the state average in
college attainment to 30% below the Texas average. Family income dropped in parallel. In the past
25 years college attainment has improved somewhat, but still to only 80% of the statewide average.
Slow, but steady, improvements in high school completion have not (yet) been translated into high
levels of college attainment among adults. The combination of stagnant collegiate attainment and
more high school graduates has contributed to median family incomes being only 70% of the Texas
average. Particularly telling in this figure is the fact that salaries of baccalaureate degree holders are
lower than the statewide average. This reflects an economy that has relatively few high-skilled/highwage jobs for college graduates. El Paso sorely needs a better educated workforce and better jobs in
which they can be employed. Both are matters of considerable urgency; failure to address them will
ensure that El Paso falls even further behind.
Figure 4. 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.
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What it Will Take to Catch Up – to Meet the 60x30TX Goal Set by
THECB
The Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board (THECB) has established a goal of 60% of the
state’s 25-34 year-old population having a postsecondary credential by 2030. This is double the
current attainment rate for this age group in El Paso (see Figure 3). In order to assess the size of the
deficit and investigate the contributions to closing this gap of different improvements to the
education pipeline, NCHEMS modified a state-level student flow model so that it would be
appropriate for El Paso. This model includes as variables such factors as:


High school graduation rates



Postsecondary participation rates of recent high school graduates



Postsecondary participation rates of adults



Completion rates for students in different institutions



Distribution of entering students across different institutions (separately for recent high
school graduates and adults)

A screenshot of the dashboard for this model is shown in Figure 5.
Figure 5.

Dashboard of Model
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The consequences of one scenario reflecting improvements in each of these areas are summarized in
Table 1. Because the ultimate objective is to raise the education attainment of the entire workforce,
not just the segment aged 25-34, NCHEMS also modeled the 25-64 year-old population. The results
of different actions on closing the gap in this group are shown in Table 3. These two models have
been shared with CREEED so that they can assess the consequences of alternative scenarios.
The data in Table 1 reveal that the 25-34 year–old gap can be closed by 2030 if:


High school graduation rates are improved to levels of national best performance – 91%



Postsecondary participation rates of recent high school graduates improve from 61% to 81%
(national best performance)



The UTEP completion rate (awards/100 FTE students) improves from 25.0% to 26.5%



The EPCC completion rate improves from 21.5% to 28.5%
Table 1.

El Paso – Summary of Model Calculations, Ages 25-34

Contribution to
Closing the Gap

Policy Action
Gap to reach 60% by 2030, Ages 25-34
Predicted Population growth and in-migration

Remaining Gap
to be Closed
31,950

High school graduation rate 85%91%

(-3,716)
3,466

35,666
32,200

Participation rate of recent HS grads 61%81%

17,142

15,058

UTEP completion rate 25.0%26.5%

2,475

12,583

EPCC Completion Rate 21.528.5%

12,583

0

The improvement in participation rates to over 80% is especially problematic. Investigation of
alternative scenarios indicates that the gap can be closed if postsecondary participation is improved
to 70% and EPCC completion rates are improved to 35.0%. The details are shown in Table 2. This
suggests that there are multiple paths to goal attainment – all a stretch but possible. Both of these
ultimately depend on many more students exiting high school fully prepared to engage in collegelevel work. Better yet, they exit high school having credits applicable to a postsecondary
credential easing the transition and reducing the cost of college.
Table 2.

El Paso – Summary of Model Calculations, Ages 25-34, Alternate Scenario

Policy Action

Contribution to
Closing the Gap

Gap to reach 60% by 2030, Ages 25-34
Predicted Population growth and in-migration

Remaining Gap
to be Closed
31,950

(-3,716)
3,466

35,666
32,200

Participation rate of recent HS grads 61%70%

7,411

24,789

UTEP completion rate 25.0%26.5%

2,302

22,487

EPCC Completion Rate 21.534.7%

22,733

0

High school graduation rate 85%91%
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The picture regarding closing the gap for 25-64 year olds is substantially different as is seen in Table
3. These data indicate that the gap for 25-64 year-olds can only be closed if:


High school graduation rates and postsecondary participation rates are improved to best-innation levels



UTEP completion rates are improved modestly, from 25.0 to 28.0



EPCC completion rates are almost doubled, from 21.5 to 40.0



Adult participation rates are quadrupled
Table 3.

El Paso – Summary of Model Calculations, Ages 25-64

Policy Action

Contribution to
Closing the Gap

Gap to reach 60% by 2030, Ages 25-64
Population growth and in-migration

Remaining Gap
to be Closed
113,023

High school graduation rate 85%91%

(-3,716)
3,466

116,739
113,273

Participation rate of recent HS grads 61%81%

17,142

96,131

UTEP completion rate 25.0%28.0%

4,950

91,181

EPCC Completion Rate 21.540%

33,521

57,660

Adult Participation .893.69

57,660

0

Clearly there are other scenarios, all of which in one dimension or another would represent an
extraordinary reach. Closing the 25-64 gap will require educating a very large number of adults to
the point where they have a postsecondary credential. Creating an economy that attracts talent
to the region will have to be a key element to meeting the goal.

The Education Pipeline – Where is the Leakage?
There are three paths to improving the education attainment levels of El Paso’s working age
population – 1.) increase the number of young people who are entering the workforce having
received some form of postsecondary credential, 2.) succeed in encouraging adults who have no
postsecondary credential to return to college and acquire such a credential, or 3.) import workers
who already have postsecondary credentials. The first two of these strategies fall within the purview
of the education providers in the county, both P-12 and postsecondary. The latter requires
economic development of a type and on a scale that will attract educated workers from
outside the region.
Analysis of census data reveals that El Paso has been a net importer of college educated talent in
recent years. Individuals ages 25-34 constitute about half of this in-migrating group. However, the
levels of importation are small, one to two thousand per year. The gap that must be closed if the
region is to reach an education attainment level in which 60% of the 25-64 year-old population has a
postsecondary education is more than 110,000. To meet the THECB 60X30 goal the gap to be
closed is in excess of 30,000 25-34 year-olds. Unless the economy grows in ways that attracts
many more in-migrants, growth in the education attainment levels of the El Paso population
will have to be fueled by the education enterprise in the region, not by in-migration.
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In order to identify those points in the educational process where improvement would yield the
most pronounced results over time regarding education attainment of the population, NCHEMS
compiled and analyzed data about each of the major transition points in the education pipeline –
high school completion, postsecondary participation, and postsecondary completion. Each of these
elements is discussed below.
1. High School Completion
NCHEMS compiled data from two sources to gain insights into high school completion
rates in El Paso. The first were data from the THECB (supported by the Houston
Endowment) that tracked 8th grade cohorts starting in 1997 and following them for 11 years.
The last entering cohort is for the year 2004. The data regarding high school completion for
these cohorts is shown in Figure 6.
Figure 6.

8th Grade Cohorts, % High School Graduates, 1997-2004

Source: THECB, Texas Higher Education Data
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Figure 7.

4-Year High School Graduation Rates – Including GED

Source: Texas Education Agency

These data essentially end with the high school graduating class of 2009. Two important
points can be taken from this figure. First, both Texas as a whole and El Paso specifically
lose far too many students before they finish high school. Being close to the statewide
average should not be a point of satisfaction when that bar is set so low. Second, El Paso
does a much better job than the state as a whole in graduating low-income students. Again,
success measured in this way has to be tempered by the realization that a third of the
low-income students are lost before they complete high school.
To get a more recent picture, NCHEMS compiled four-year graduation rate data from TEA.
These data are shown in Figure 7. From these data, the following points are taken.


The public schools in El Paso County have substantially increased their rates of high
school completion, but they have hit a plateau at around 85%. While much better
than previous performance, there is still room for improvement. The states with
best high school graduation rates are about 91%. The Texas statewide average
is 89%. High school completion rates in El Paso are lower than the statewide
numbers and have followed the same pattern over time, showing a substantial drop
after the state implemented new graduation standards in 2003 and then returning to
levels slightly exceeding previous highs beginning in 2007.



At 85%, El Paso has among the lowest high school graduation rates of any
region in the state (Figure 8). Only Midland has a lower graduation rate.



The differences between eighth grade cohort completion (Figure 6) and 9th grade
cohort completion rates (Figure 7) are notable. A more detailed look at the data
reveals that a minimum of 7% of eighth grade students are lost before
entering ninth grade. Adjusting for this factor, the time series data are consistent
for the years in which there is the overlap.
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Comparison with other regions reveals that El Paso does a better job than all but
three other regions in serving economically disadvantaged students – and the
differences between El Paso and best performing regions are very small (Figure 9).
Figure 8.

Grade 9 Four-Year Longitudinal Graduation Rates,
Texas Public Schools, ESC Regions, Class of 2014

Source: Texas Education Agency

Figure 9.

8th Grade Cohort Tracking – FY 2004, Economically Disadvantaged,
High School Graduates

Source: Texas Education Agency
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If the El Paso graduation rate were improved by 5 percentage points – slightly
exceeding the statewide average and approaching levels of best performing states –
the number of graduates would be increased by about 680 students per year.

2. College Participation
While high school completion in El Paso is below the statewide average, those high school
students who do graduate are more likely to go on to college than students elsewhere in the
state (although the difference is small – about 2%) (See Figure 10). More recent data for high
school students graduating in 2012 show that the college going rate for El Paso graduates
was 61.5% while the statewide rate was 57%. More impressive is the college participation
rate of economically disadvantaged students in El Paso; they lag overall college going rates
by 4%. The gap statewide is 12%. For this population, El Paso has the highest college
participation rate of any region in the state (see Figure 11).
Of the high school graduates from El Paso County who continue on to college, about 55%
attend two-year institutions and 45% attend four-year institutions. Because of the geographic
isolation of El Paso – no other Texas public institutions are in close proximity – almost all
these students attend either El Paso Community College (EPCC) or the University of Texas
at El Paso.
Figure 10.

8th Grade Cohorts, % Entering College, 1997-2004

Source: THECB, Texas Higher Education Data
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Figure 11.

8th Grade Cohort Tracking – FY 2004, Economically Disadvantaged,
Enrolled Higher Education

Source: THECB, Texas Higher Education Data

While a comparatively high proportion of El Paso County high school graduates enroll in a
postsecondary program, most are not fully prepared for college-level academic work. Data available
from TEA reveals that:


Only 18% of 10th and 11th graders were assessed at the “commended performance” level
in English language arts in 2012 (the last year for which data are available). This level of
performance was achieved by 21% of these students in math, 14% in science, and 43%
in social studies. Only 6% of the students tested at the “commended performance” level
in all subjects. A score of 2100 is the minimum required to meet the Texas State
Initiative (TSI) standards; a score of 2200 is required to be declared college ready, and
2400 to be commended. It is reasonable to infer that the students that perform at this
higher level are the students who are truly college ready.



In 2011 the statewide average score on the SAT was 976; in El Paso it was 862 (the
Hispanic score was 849). The TSI has established 1020 as the score indicating college
readiness. The statewide average on the ACT was 20.5; the El Paso score was 18.2 (for
Hispanics 17.8). TSI utilizes a composite score of 23 as indicative of college readiness.
These national metrics are recommended in this report as the preferred standard for
determining college readiness.

By any measure, graduates of the El Paso county high schools are not academically
prepared to succeed in college.
This judgment about the readiness of El Paso high school graduates for college-level work is
reinforced by data about preparation levels of students enrolling at EPCC and UTEP.
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Neither the State nor El Paso does a good job of graduating high school students with the
knowledge and skills that prepare them for college-level work. This reality is reflected in the
data about preparation levels of students enrolling at EPCC and UTEP. Data incorporated into
Table 4 were taken from the THECB Developmental Education Accountability Measure Report.
The data in this table indicate that only 34% of students who enter EPCC are fully prepared for
college-level work; 70% at UTEP.
Table 4.

Readiness of Students Entering EPCC and UTEP

Source: THECB Developmental Education Accountability Measures

Total Students

EPCC
4,975

UTEP
3,240

Met Standards in all areas
Met standards in no areas

34%
25%

70%
9%

The data in Table 5 make clear the importance of leaving high school ready for college. Students
who entered college prepared are much more likely to return to college for their second year.
Table 5.

Percent of Students Returning for Second Year

Source: THECB Developmental Education Accountability Measures

% Returning Fall of Next year
Met Standard
Did not meet standard
Figure 12.

EPCC
66.6%
54.5%

UTEP
78.9%
67.7%

Student Preparedness and Completion of College-Level Courses at EPCC

Source: THECB Developmental Education Accountability Measures
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Figure 13.

Student Preparedness and Completion of College-Level Courses at UTEP

Source: THECB Developmental Education Accountability Measures

The data in Figure 12 and Figure 13 indicate that college-ready students are also much more
likely to successfully complete college-level courses in core academic skills areas; this is
especially true in math where students who are prepared at entry are 10 times more likely to
complete a college-level math course than their unprepared counterparts. At EPCC 47.5% of
those students who met entry standards in math completed a college-level math class within
three years; only 4.4% of those who did not meet math standards on entry completed a
college-level math class within this period of time. The numbers are not as dramatic for
reading and writing, but very large nevertheless. Even if students return for their second year
but haven’t completed core academic courses, their chances of eventually getting a college
credential are not good. This is especially true in the pursuit of science, technology,
engineering, and math (STEM) courses of study and careers.
The above discussion regarding college participation focuses solely on recent high school
graduates. There is another population that ought not be ignored, the roughly 62,000
young adults (25-34 years of age) who have completed high school but have not
acquired a college credential. Of this number, 35,000 have attended college but have
not received a college credential. The two postsecondary institutions in the region enroll
about 8,500 of the 62,000 young adults in this group (<14%). This subpopulation represents
an opportunity for institutions willing to alter offerings and delivery practices to serve their
needs.
The attainment gap is so large that it will be important to leverage the capacities of nonpublic institutions to help close the gap. There are several potential contributors. Western
Governors University (WGU) is endorsed as one such contributor in Texas. This private,
not-for-profit institution uses a competency-based instructional model – students must
demonstrate mastery of a defined set of knowledge and skills (not pass a specified array of
courses) in order to acquire a degree from WGU. This model is particularly attractive to
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adults who have acquired some college credits (and competencies), have accumulated more
competencies through workplace experience, and are looking for a flexible way to earn a
college credential – a way that can easily accommodate other life demands. Other types of
institutions, including for-profit institutions, also have a role to play. These institutions are
most adept at providing instruction leading to workforce credentials to adults with no
college experience. The data about such institutions are sketchy, but the data that are
available indicate that they enroll more than 4,000 students and produce approximately 2,000
certificates and 700 associate degrees per year.
3. College Retention and Completion
From the perspective of economic competitiveness and community well-being, the ultimate
test of the efficacy of the education enterprise in the region is whether or not students who
enter the system obtain a postsecondary credential. Figure 14 provides a sobering judgment
as measured against this criterion. Of each 100 students who entered eighth grade in El Paso
in 2004, only 17 acquired a college credential within 11 years. On this metric El Paso
performs worse than all other regions of the state (Figure 15). The large majority of these
awards are in health-related fields, particularly medical assisting and cosmetology. However,
some degrees and certificates are awarded in HVAC, diesel mechanics, etc. Texas as a state
does only three percentage points better. The picture for economically disadvantaged
students is even more disheartening. Only 13% of low income El Paso eighth graders get a
postsecondary credential within 11 years. Statewide, the figure is 10%. Poor as the El Paso
performance is, it’s good enough to make it the second best performing region in the state
(Figure 16).
Figure 14.

8th Grade Cohorts, % Higher Ed Degree or Certificate, 1997-2004

Source: THECB, Texas Higher Education Data
Note: These data exclude figures for Vista College that has multiple campuses but reports data as if all students were in
El Paso.
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Figure 15.

8th Grade Cohort Tracking – FY 2004, Higher Education Degree or Certificate

Source: THECB, Texas Higher Education Data

Figure 16.

8th Grade Cohort Tracking – FY 2004, Economically Disadvantaged,
Higher Education Degree or Certificate

Source: THECB, Texas Higher Education Data

Because the postsecondary education success of El Paso high school graduates is so closely tied to
the performance of EPCC and UTEP, it is worthwhile to take a closer look at retention and
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graduation rate data for these two institutions. Figure 17 shows that graduation rates at both
institutions have improved considerably over the past decade. Retention rates of both full-time and
part-time students have stagnated at UTEP and declined somewhat at EPCC over the past decade
(Figure 18).
Figure 17.

Postsecondary Graduation Rates

El Paso Community College (3-Year Completion)
University of Texas at El Paso (6-Year Completion)
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Figure 18.

Postsecondary Retention Rates
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While improvement in graduation rates is clear, performance lags many other institutions in Texas.
The three-year graduation rates for community colleges in the state range from 4.9% to 46.3%. At
13%, EPCC is well below the median value of 16.4%. Admittedly three-year graduation rates as
calculated by the federal government are flawed measures of community college success. A better
measure is degrees and certificates produced relative to the size of the student body. On this
measure, too, EPCC has shown considerable improvement (see Figure 19). From the perspective of
service to the economy, the real test is also the number of degrees and certificates produced. Here
again, EPCC has shown considerable gains over the past decade, more than doubling the production
of both associate degrees and certificates in this period. The increased production of high value
certificates and degrees, those preparing students for immediate employment, has increased even
more rapidly (Figure 20).
Figure 19.
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Figure 20.

Awards, El Paso Community College

Source: IPEDS

The story is generally similar at UTEP – improvement in rates of completion but lagging other
public universities in this regard. For public universities in Texas, the six-year graduation rates range
from 16.2% to 80.6%. The median is 41.9%. At 38.3% UTEP is slightly below the median. As with
EPCC degree production at UTEP has increased substantially over the past decade (Figure 21).
Figure 21.

Awards, University of Texas at El Paso

Source: IPEDS
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Conclusions
From the data analyzed and materials reviewed, several conclusions become evident. These
conclusions shape the recommendations provided in the final section of this report. In summary, the
conclusions are:
a. El Paso needs a much more highly educated workforce if it is to successfully compete
within the State of Texas and the global economy.
b. Although the region will need to rely heavily on local educational institutions –
traditional public schools, private schools, El Paso Community College, and UTEP – to
produce the graduates required to expand and elevate the regional economy, to
accelerate closing the attainment gap and to achieve the quality required to pursue
postsecondary education, external stimuli (to the present practices and customs within
the traditional public schools) are necessary. Lessons can be learned from the success
rates of other communities seeking to elevate both the rate and quality of postsecondary
attainment to meet economic demands for higher skills. Such stimuli should focus on
creating a much larger number of high-quality K-12 education seats for the region as a
whole. This high quality K-12 education capacity must serve all students in the region,
not just an elite group or the top quartile. Non-traditional resources such as proven
public charter schools will have to be relied upon. In selecting such providers particular
attention must be given to their track record of educating underserved/underrepresented
students (a significant proportion of the El Paso K-12 student population) to a level
where they are truly college ready. A separate companion document provides a
description of the educational infrastructure in eight comparison cities and draws
attention to the lack of options in El Paso.
c. El Paso’s lowest standing (in the State) for earning a higher education degree or
certificate must be reversed rapidly.
d. With regard to the traditional public schools the necessary improvements are not only in
the completion rates but in the quality of the completion; a much higher proportion of
high school students must graduate prepared for college,(at least 60%+), in order to have
a clearer pathway of options for postsecondary education (certificate; associates degree;
bachelor’s degree).1 A target of at least 60% of graduating high school seniors being
fully prepared for postsecondary education at time of high school graduation is
necessary.
e. With regard to EPCC and UTEP the major issue is substantially increasing the rates at
which students who enroll in these institutions complete a program of study, especially
in key disciplines such as STEM, aligned with the workforce needs of the region. This
improvement is directly tied to the college-ready status of students completing
high school; remediation levels must be reduced significantly. This is not to
absolve EPCC and UTEP of all responsibility: they, too, must redouble efforts to
improve student success.
f. In addition, special efforts should be made to encourage adults to utilize WGU and
similar institutions – competency-based programs that rely on on-line resources – as a
1

As noted earlier in this report, the recommended standard is ACT or SAT scores, the national metrics of college
readiness used to signal readiness for college-level work, especially at the baccalaureate level.
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means of acquiring certificates and degrees. WGU represents an affordable additional
proven pathway to degree attainment; adding it to the mix of providers can accelerate
the rate at which the gap can be closed.
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Recommendations
Building on the summary points in the prior section, there are two points along the educational
pipeline that require particular attention, one at the P-12 level and one postsecondary. While
leaders in both sectors are most assuredly focused on improvements in the areas identified,
working within the constraints of the status quo is yielding progress that is too little and too
slow. Jolts to the systems are required.
At the P-12 level, the critical need is for significantly improving college readiness of the region’s high
school graduates. The public schools in the region have made gains in this regard (refer again to
Figure 7 and Figure 8). However, these measured gains are insufficient because more than half the
high school graduates remain unprepared, upon high school graduation, for the rigors of college
work. Quantum improvements in building academic, college transition, career, and life readiness
skills are required.
At the pre-collegiate level, a jolt to the system is required. A portfolio of high performing schools at
this level is necessary – be those within the traditional public school system (as in the case of
academies, in-district charter schools, magnets, early college high schools) or in the form of
standalone public charter schools as reflected in the Brackenridge Foundation study for San
Antonio, Texas. 2 The combination that yields this portfolio of high performing schools must be
varied and expanded. Introduction of new providers must be done as part of a strategy to improve
the quality of education for the vast majority of the students enrolled in public education in El Paso.
Existing practices that limit the enrollment capacity in specialized, higher quality education
programs, as may be found in the existing magnets, are insufficient to make an impact at the scale
required unless the innovations incorporated in these alternatives penetrates deeply into all schools
in the region, especially those serving the underrepresented sector of the student base.
But searching for options reveals some unique features of El Paso. First, there is not a large
(and visible) workplace demand for individuals with college degrees; the benefits of going
to the trouble and expense of getting a college education aren’t immediately obvious to
many first-generation college students. Responses to the identified problem must be crafted
with this environmental reality in mind, and economic development must cultivate the
demand for the skills that postsecondary credentials develop.
Second, there are only two postsecondary institutions at which El Paso high school students enroll
in any significant number after graduation. This largely self-contained educational system allows for
a more systemic approach to solutions designed to eliminate much of the leakage in the educational
pipeline. This reality creates opportunities to add nuance to the definition of “college-ready” that
extends well beyond determinations made through use of state and national assessments. It affords
opportunities to align high school education with readiness assessments and requirements at the
local colleges. A review of high school curricula vis-à-vis placement exams at the two regional
postsecondary institutions can reveal specific areas in which high schools can strengthen student
preparation, reducing the number of students being assigned to developmental education or
remediation courses. Similarly, it allows high school curricula to be better aligned with requirements
of the more attractive majors at those institutions. It allows new secondary providers to be designed
2

The work done by the Brackenridge Foundation and reported in “A Proposed Strategy for San Antonio: High
Performing Charter School Replication” makes a strong case that well-designed and managed charter schools can
yield impressive results particularly for students from economically disadvantaged backgrounds.
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as specialized “academies” that provide dual credit opportunities in vocational as well as academic
subject matter areas and create clear pathways for students into – and through – the local
postsecondary institutions. For example, a high school “academy” focused on health professions (or
IT or bio-sciences) could be designed in such a way that both core academic competencies and
career technical education (CTE) competencies are directly tied to requirements of high demand
programs at the postsecondary institutions. This not only reduces likelihood of required
remediation, but also places the student on a clear pathway to a college credential and a subsequent
viable career and employment.
These conditions do not preclude the notion of adding high performing public charter schools to
the mix of K-12 providers in El Paso. Rather they should shape the criteria for selection and/or
design of offerings. Solutions that have proven successful elsewhere need to be vetted against
specific conditions in El Paso and reflect a track record of accomplishment within the
underserved/underrepresented section of the student population.
Options regarding creation of external forces that could move the completion needle at the
postsecondary level are not as readily apparent. This is a problem that is hard to address from the
supply side; exhortations from educators about the importance of getting a college credential are too
easily dismissed. Better to attack the problem from the demand side. This means that employers
have to send the message that credentials matter. This means that employers have to be
mobilized to:


Require a college credential for those jobs where a defensible case for this
requirement can be made.



Give preference to holders of credentials in the hiring process in instances where
a hard requirement can’t be justified. Since many young people start their
employment in “transitional” retail service jobs, a possibility is to give hiring
preference to individuals who hold a “customer services” certification from
EPCC that assures potential employers that holders have basic workplace skills
appropriate for these kinds of jobs.

One possibility is to base the requirements of these certifications on two particular ACT WorkKeys
assessments, specifically:


The National Career Readiness Certificate, which measures an individual’s performance on
three WorkKeys skills assessments: Applied Mathematics, Locating Information, and
Reading for Information. Scores on these assessments determine the certificate level—
bronze, silver, gold, or platinum—an individual can earn.
These assessments measure a range of essential work skills, including the ability to:
 Perform basic mathematic operations relevant to the workplace
 Read and understand documents commonly found in the workplace
 Find information presented in common workplace graphics
 Set up and solve complex work-related math problems
 Determine the relevance of written information to work-related tasks
 Apply information derived from graphics to work-related problems
Page 27 of 28

National Center for Higher Education Management Systems

The Case for Educational Change in El Paso



Soft Skills assessments covering
 Interpersonal and business communication
 Problem solving and critical thinking
 Working productively in a team
 Assisting customers effectively
 Developing good work habits and workplace discipline

The strategy needs to be one in which young people experience the reality that education has
positive economic consequences, a lesson much better taught when the consequences are concrete
not abstract. The role of “out of classroom” experiences through internships, work-study, service
learning, and other practicum-based opportunities is vital to providing these reality experiences.
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