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As a state, we are
making substantial

As all of you know, we are approaching the end of our state higher
education initiative, “Closing the Gaps.” Launched in 2000, the
initiative has an ending date of 2015 with goals in four areas:

progress on all the

Participation, Success, Excellence, and Research. I’d like to begin my

overarching goals of

remarks by reporting on the status of “Closing the Gaps.”

“Closing the Gaps” and

It is important to say a few words about the origin of this bold

the two foundational
goals related to
participation and
success are well within

initiative. In 2000, Texas was close to the bottom among states in
higher education attainment—between 45th and 49th depending on
the database. Given the demographic trends in Texas, policymakers
feared that educational attainment in Texas was headed even further
down. This was because Hispanics are simultaneously the least welleducated and the fastest-growing segment of the Texas population.

reach. All our colleges

Unless Hispanic educational attainment were to rise dramatically,

and universities should

Gaps” was established to prevent this decline and to bring Texas to

be commended for
their achievements on

statewide attainment would drop toward Hispanic levels. “Closing the
parity in higher educational attainment and quality with the 10 largest
states. I’m happy to report that Texas is making very substantial
progress in most of the targeted areas of “Closing the Gaps.”

“Closing the Gaps.”
But many challenges
remain and Texas is still
a long way from being
a national leader in
higher education. To put
the matter succinctly:
we’re getting better but
we’re not getting better
fast enough.

PROGRESS MADE
In “Research,” Texas has already surpassed the 2015 target of $3 billion in total research
and development expenditures with $3.75 billion as of 2011 although we still have work to
do to reach our goal of increasing our share of federal science and engineering R&D obligations to 6.5 percent of the total awarded.
In terms of “Excellence,” the least precise of the four goals, Texas has again made substantial progress. Our two public flagships, Texas A&M and UT Austin, continue to grow in
prestige, particularly in the quality of their research and their graduate programs. Among
our eight emerging research universities, Texas Tech and the University of Houston have
both achieved the significant milestones of surpassing $50 million in restricted research
expenditures and awarding more than 200 PhDs annually. And it’s indisputable that all of
the eight emerging research universities are stronger across a range of academic quality
indicators than they were in 2000.
There are examples of the growing excellence of our public universities in every corner of
the state. UT El Paso and UT Pan American have been cited for their innovative programs to

improve Hispanic student success; Sam Houston State has received
recognition for its academic support programs housed in its SAM
Center.
Among our two-year institutions, there are also abundant signs of
increasing excellence. El Paso Community College has been cited
nationally for its work with local school districts to improve college
readiness; South Texas College has received a MetLife Founda-

Texas remains on track to meet
statewide participation goal
Total increase in enrollments at public and
independent colleges and universities, 2011

+532,754

2000 Baseline: 1,019,517

tion Community College Excellence Award; and, locally, Austin
Community College has just received a $4.5 million grant from the
U.S. Department of Labor to develop innovative learning models
in computer programming, biotechnology and nursing.
Most people would agree, I believe, that the two foundational
goals of “Closing the Gaps” are “Participation” and “Success.”
In regard to “Participation” (or access), our goal is to increase
enrollment in Texas higher education by 630,000 by 2015. That
goal is well within reach although enrollment growth in Texas
has declined from a peak of 122,000 in 2009 to a preliminary
headcount of 12,000 in 2012. As a consequence, we need to add
at least 28,000 students annually over the next three years to
reach our goal.

As I noted a minute ago, we will likely meet our state
numerical goals for participation. But in terms of
national parity, we still have work to do. Other states
have also been trying to improve college-going rates.
Among the 10 largest states, we remain behind.
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For the first five or six years of “Closing the Gaps,” the emphasis
was clearly on “Participation” among the four goals. Institutions
of higher education worked aggressively to recruit students. At the
Coordinating Board, we worked on creating a statewide collegegoing culture in cooperation with TEA and numerous school
districts. Establishing the Recommended High School Program as
our statewide default curriculum was a landmark accomplishment
in promoting rigor and directing more Texas students to
postsecondary education.
After the initial focus on access, as a state we shifted our strategy
to achieve a balance between participation and success. After
all, Texas benefits relatively little from enrolling students in our
colleges and universities if they don’t complete a credential.

2015 Goal: +630,000

If we examine participation rates for particular ethnic
groups, the results are mixed. Participation rates for
Hispanics and African Americans have gone up 100
percent and 93 percent respectively, an extraordinary
achievement. African Americans now have higher
participation rates in Texas higher education than
either Anglos or Hispanics at 7 percent of their overall
population, compared to 5.6 percent for Anglos and
4.6 percent for Hispanics. For both African Americans
and Hispanics however, there is a troubling gap
between the participation rates of females and males
that must be addressed.

IMPROVING STUDENT OUTCOMES

The good news is that, here again, we are on track to hit our
overall success goal. Completion rates in Texas higher education
have been going up steadily and some institutions have made
extraordinary progress. Between 2000 and 2011, the six year
graduation rate at Texas Tech University increased 16 percent,
at Sam Houston State, 16.4 percent and at UT Pan American a
whopping 19.9 percent. But we are far below target in key areas
like STEM. We have been expanding the number of engineering
degree and certificate programs, but we’ve been focusing on the
wrong issue. Our key challenge in producing STEM graduates
is not the lack of programs, but that not enough high school
graduates are prepared to do rigorous STEM work of any type, an
issue about which I’ll say more in a moment.
While completion rates for all groups have been rising, those for
African Americans and Hispanics remain disturbingly low. If we
look at the 2005 entering cohort in Texas universities for example,
the six-year completion/persistence rates for African Americans
and Hispanics are far below those for white students.

Texas’ participation rate has improved but remains lower
than other states with large populations
Participation rate of total population , 2010
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Texas is on track for meeting
statewide success goal
Total annual undergraduate degrees
and certificates at public and independent
colleges and universities, 2011
2015 Goal: 210,000

186,961
2000 Baseline: 116,235

Texas is far below target in producing STEM degrees
Total annual STEM undergraduate degrees
and certificates at public and independent
colleges and universities, 2011
2015 Target: 29,000

17,109
2000 Baseline: 11,979

Let me break down the completion rates in Texas public higher
education just a bit more. For our public universities, the sixyear graduation rate is just above 58 percent, very close to the
national average. But if we pull UT Austin and Texas A&M out of
the calculation, the six-year graduation rate is under 50 percent.
(A few universities such as UT El Paso and UT San Antonio
significantly increase graduation rates beyond the sixth year,
but this is atypical.) For two-year institutions, the completion
rates are similarly disappointing; a three-year combined transfer/
completion rate (for both career and technical education and
associate programs) of 27.1 percent. Please note also that students
are accumulating far more college hours than required for degrees:
an average of 147 hours for a 120 baccalaureate degree and an
average of 98 hours for a 60 hour associate’s degree.
To sum up: as a state, we are making substantial progress on
all the overarching goals of “Closing the Gaps” and the two
foundational goals related to participation and success are
well within reach. All our colleges and universities should be
commended for their achievements on “Closing the Gaps.” But
many challenges remain and Texas is still a long way from being a
national leader in higher education. To put the matter succinctly:
we’re getting better but we’re not getting better fast enough.

NECESSITY AND OPPORTUNITY
The challenges that Texas higher education faces are by no means
unique. From around the country we hear that higher education
is in crisis: too expensive, too resistant to change, and unwilling
to accept accountability. A recent cover story in Newsweek asks
whether higher education is worth the investment and concludes
that unless a student picks the right college and the right major,
probably not. The 2011 book Academically Adrift found that 45
percent of college students “did not demonstrate any significant
improvement in learning” after two years, and 36 percent had
similar results after four years, results mostly attributable to a lack
of curricular rigor. For me, among the most troubling findings in
the book is that education is one of four fields that showed the
smallest growth in learning. It is very troubling that our teachers in
training seem to be learning so little.
Reports such as this have led to widespread calls for higher
education reform. There seems to be little dispute that higher
education needs to bring costs under control and to become
more responsive to the changing characteristics of its students.
Perhaps the most sensitive question in higher education is not
the issue of change itself but the pace of change needed. This
apparently is the issue that played out this past spring at the
University of Virginia where the president, according to reports
an avowed “incrementalist,” found herself at odds with the chair
of the university’s Board of Visitors, who seems to have been
committed to what has come to be called “disruptive innovation.”
The University of Virginia debacle was simply the most visible
manifestation of the national debate on where higher education is
headed and how quickly it should get there.
Here in Texas, higher education has to change, perhaps not to
the point of disruption but certainly with all deliberate speed. The
current model is simply unsustainable. Here are two fundamental
facts that underscore my point. According to the Texas Education
Agency, 60 percent of students in our public K–12 system are
poor. There is no reason to believe that percentage will decrease
anytime soon. Meanwhile, since 2003, academic fees in our public
universities have increased 90 percent in unadjusted dollars. Our
two-year institutions have been remarkably successful in holding
down student costs but are under increasing financial pressure as
state support has declined on a per-student basis. I am unaware of
any plausible scenario in which these two conflicting circumstances
— large numbers of poor students and rising costs in higher
education can be reconciled. Certainly, I don’t expect grant aid,
either federal or state, to keep pace with the current pattern of
cost increases in higher education. We simply must reinvent the
way we do the work of higher education.
Let me suggest a few opportunities for change.
■ It is time for Texas to adopt outcomes-based funding for
higher education. When we started talking about this issue four
years ago, Texas was at the leading edge of states considering
this funding method. Today, a majority of states have either
adopted outcomes-based funding or are transitioning to it.
One state, Tennessee, has gone fully to outcomes-based
funding. Right now, we fund our colleges and universities
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primarily on the basis of enrollment. We ought instead to
stimulate innovation by taking 10 percent of state funding
and allocating it on the basis of achieving certain outcomes:
retaining students, graduating them in a timely manner,
focusing on meeting critical workforce needs, and helping more
at-risk students achieve their postsecondary goals. The metrics
we will be proposing for the upcoming legislative session were
developed not by the Coordinating Board but by institutional
representatives. Now is the time to provide incentives to our
colleges and universities to use their considerable brainpower
to yield better student outcomes.
■ Two of the areas in which we need ingenuity and innovation
are developmental education and adult basic education
(ABE). As currently offered, developmental education simply
isn’t working. Out of 100 students who take developmental
education in reading, only 54 percent successfully complete
a first college-level course in a related field; in writing, the
number is 52 percent; in mathematics, 18 percent. If there
is one area in which we need disruptive innovation, this is it.
We need to combine reading and writing into one course;
conduct holistic assessments of students who test below college
readiness; and develop modular and competency-based courses
for developmental education students. As for ABE, it should be
separated from developmental education. Combining the two
often leads to unsatisfactory results for all students because of
the vastly different levels of academic preparation among the
two groups of students.
■ Another issue ripe for rethinking is higher education’s role in
workforce development, particularly in universities. Typically,
university students get little advice either about workforce
needs or the marketability of their declared majors. Too often,
students learn about the realities of the job market only when
they enter it. Job market information should be a basic element
of the advising process. Every university should ensure that
critical thinking and communication skills, as well as other basic
workforce readiness skills, are embedded across its curriculum
and in all degree programs. Surveys show that upwards of 70
percent of all students attend universities to get good jobs.
While workforce readiness should never be the only goal of
university education, we should respect this goal and help
students achieve it.
For two-year institutions, perhaps the most important
workforce alignment issue is responding more quickly to
urgent workforce needs. Conventional one- and two-year
certification programs sometimes do not meet the needs of
employers in rapidly-growing fields. Certification programs can
be shortened in a numbers of ways, by increasing the intensity
of certain programs and shortening the time to a certificate.
Competency-based programs can also shorten the time from
student to worker. On-the-job training which not only provides
a wage but carries academic credit is yet another tool that twoyear institutions can use to meet workforce needs more quickly.
Recently, Coordinating Board staff have been in discussions
with representatives of two-year institutions about this issue
and we expect to announce plans for developing accelerated
job-training programs in the next several months.
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LOWERING THE COST
As I indicated a few minutes earlier, the majority of young people
coming through the Texas K–12 pipeline are poor and most will
need financial aid to pursue a postsecondary credential. I believe it
is safe to say that state funding for financial aid will not keep pace
with demand, particularly given current state financial aid policy.
TEXAS Grant, the largest state aid program, was developed a
dozen years ago and no longer responds as effectively as possible
to current educational needs and realities. For example, TEXAS
Grant policy favors funding renewal students over new ones;
current research in Texas and other states suggests that initial
awards have the greater impact on student success. TEXAS Grant
policy has no provision for funding students who transfer from
community colleges to universities unless they are among the
relatively few community college students who receive an initial
TEXAS Grant. As more Texans begin their higher education careers
in community college, we must create a means by which transfer
students can get help paying for the much higher cost of university
education.
There are other adjustments to the TEXAS Grant program that
should be made, all ensuing from the fact that, under current
policy and current levels of funding, we would only be able to
fund 18 percent of eligible new students. In my view, we have
to fund at least 50 percent of newly-eligible students to hold
out TEXAS Grant as a meaningful promise to poor high school
students. The Coordinating Board will consider at its October
meeting the following changes to TEXAS Grant policy:
1. set award amounts to cover academic costs (tuition, fees and
books) rather than the total cost of attendance;
2. limit funding to eight full semesters for degree programs of 120
hours; and
3. convert TEXAS Grant into a university-only financial aid
program with the current portion of TEXAS Grant funding
going to community college students (about $36 million) to
be transferred to the community college Texas Educational
Opportunity Grant (TEOG) program.
By making these changes, we would be able to fund 95 percent
of currently eligible students; if our exceptional item request
for TEXAS Grant is funded, we will be able to fund virtually
100 percent of students with need up to an expected family
contribution of approximately $8,000 as opposed to the current
limit of $4,000. To be sure, every funded student will receive less
money than previously, about $3,000 compared to $5,000, but
the awards remain substantial (particularly when combined with a
federal Pell grant) and we will help far more students pursue their
academic goals. This is a “greatest good for the greatest number”
approach.
All of you recall that in his 2011 State of the State address,
Governor Perry called for the development of a $10,000
baccalaureate degree. I’m pleased to report that we are making
steady progress on achieving this goal. Several universities, by
packaging dual credit and Advanced Placement courses, financial
aid and year-round enrollment, have already reached the $10,000

threshold. The Alamo Colleges and Texas A&M San Antonio
have partnered to create a low-cost degree program. Among the
most promising initiatives in the state is the “Texas Affordable
Baccalaureate Degree Program,” a joint effort of the Coordinating
Board and two institutional partners, South Texas College and
Texas A&M-Commerce. The goal is to create a high-quality
Bachelor of Applied Science degree in Organizational Leadership.
This initiative is based on a number of pedagogical innovations
including competency-based learning which moves students
through a program based on mastery of a body of knowledge
rather than time spent in class. Through a combination of face-toface and online instruction, students will have a balanced academic
experience grounded in the arts and sciences and focused on the
components of leadership in business, government and education.
Students will be expected to achieve established learning outcomes
culminating in a capstone experience requiring students to apply
their knowledge and skills to real-world problems.
The goal of these various low-cost, high quality degree initiatives
is to create another pathway for Texans to benefit from
postsecondary education. We do not expect that such programs
will be available on every campus or in every discipline. We do
not expect that every student will find these programs attractive.
But we do want to establish Texas as the state that provides
rich educational opportunities for every segment of our diverse
population in every corner of the state.
In September 2009, Governor Perry directed the Coordinating
Board to work with institutions of higher education to identify
opportunities for greater cost efficiencies in higher education.
The Coordinating Board found that many institutions were
already working hard to improve cost-efficiency but also that
many opportunities to use resources more productively remained.
Earlier this year, Governor Perry directed the Coordinating Board
to survey institutions regarding their continuing cost-efficiency
efforts. A report on this survey will be issued shortly, but I can
share some of its findings today.
It is clear from the responses that institutions continue to take
cost-efficiency quite seriously. Among the most common costefficiency measures reported are:
1. closing or consolidating low-producing programs;
2. accelerating the development of online and blended courses;
3. increasing class size;
4. reducing the number of courses offered;
5. increasing the use of online learning management systems such
as Blackboard; and
6. developing more articulation agreements between community
colleges and universities so that students can more easily transfer
with all their courses counting toward their intended major.
Institutions noted that some of these measures required significant
start-up costs and that, in some cases, cost efficiencies would not
be realized for years.

Believing that cost-efficiency should be a primary value in
higher education, Coordinating Board Chair Fred Heldenfels has
established a Council on Continuous Improvement and Innovation
in Higher Education. At the same time, the Higher Education
Policy Institute at the Coordinating Board has been examining
the question: “What should a college credential cost?” Although
the question is complex, it is clear that significantly higher levels
of cost-efficiency can be achieved without compromising quality.
A 2010 study by the McKinsey consulting group called “Winning
by Degrees” concluded that a “23 percent improvement in higher
education productivity by 2020 is achievable” without loss of
quality.
The Coordinating Board has been promoting a shared
responsibility approach to greater cost-efficiency and productivity.
Outcomes-based funding provides incentives to institutions to
achieve greater levels of productivity. And our standards for lowproducing academic programs, scheduled to go up, also promote
cost-efficiency. We have also introduced legislation to encourage
students to perform at higher levels academically and to complete
their programs of study faster when possible. Last legislative
session, the Coordinating Board developed and promoted two
pieces of legislation toward these ends: the priority model for the
TEXAS Grant program which gives priority in funding to students

“

We do want to establish Texas
as the state that provides rich
educational opportunities for every
segment of our diverse population

”

in every corner of the state.

who are not only needy but high-achieving; and the bill requiring
students to declare a major by the completion of 45 hours of
college work. I have already mentioned further changes we will be
proposing for the TEXAS Grant program. We are also considering
ways to decrease the number of hours a student attempts in
pursuit of a 120-hour degree, such as requiring students to pay
out-of-state tuition for any hours attempted beyond 135.
Another priority for the Coordinating Board is strengthening
community colleges. For almost two-thirds of entering
postsecondary students, community college is where they begin.
I’ve already mentioned several areas of particular attention:
reinventing and improving developmental education; improving
success rates for career and technical education programs,
associate degrees and transferring; and developing accelerated
training programs in critical-need fields such as energy,
manufacturing and health. We are also proceeding with our
“tuning” initiatives which establish standards of rigor and facilitate
transfer between community colleges and universities.
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MOVING FORWARD AS A COMMUNITY
Finally, I want to spend a few moments talking about the need for
public higher education to work more closely with K–12 education.
It is virtually impossible to have the sort of high-quality system of
health-related institutions, universities, and community colleges we

“

We’re getting better
but we’re not getting

all want without the foundation of a strong K–12 system. We cannot

better fast enough. ... I

do well unless K–12 does well.

have great confidence

Texas high schools cannot send us well-prepared students unless we send them well-prepared teachers. There is probably nothing more important we can do to improve productivity than to work closely with our K–12 colleagues to raise levels of college and career
readiness. We need to encourage our higher education faculty to work with high school
teachers, especially to improve college readiness in the core disciplines of reading, writing
and mathematics. We need to attract more high-achieving students into stronger teacher
training programs. And every college and university in the state should have a strong program of professional development for K–12 teachers which focuses on disciplinary mastery
and research in pedagogy and cognitive development.
If my remarks haven’t spurred you to a heightened sense of urgency, perhaps the graph
below will. This shows how the U.S. is falling behind other countries in higher education
attainment. It shows how far Texas is behind the country as a whole. The U.S. and
Texas were built on the American Dream, the belief that every hard-working generation
of Americans would create a better life for its children than it experienced. That’s not
happening right now.
As I said earlier, we’re getting better but we’re not getting better fast enough. That’s my
core message. But I also want to say that I have great confidence in the higher education
leadership and students of Texas. I believe that we can effectively address the challenges
I’ve outlined today: improve outcomes, become more cost-efficient, expand preparation,
access, and success. As my grandfather used to tell me when I was struggling with school
work: “Sí se puede.” We can do this.

in the higher education
leadership and students
of Texas. I believe that
we can effectively
address the challenges
outlined: improve
outcomes, become more
cost-efficient, expand
preparation, access, and

”

success.

Texas ranks 24th in educational attainment among the world’s most competitive economies
As measured by percentage of 25- to 34-year-olds
with an associate degree or higher, 2010
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