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education
THE BENEFITS OF AN EDUCATION EXTEND NOT ONLY TO EARNINGS, HEALTH AND 
QUALITY OF LIFE, BUT ALSO TO FUTURE GENERATIONS AND THE COLLECTIVE  
WELL-BEING AND ECONOMY OF OUR REGION.

A person with a bachelor’s degree earns an average of 
$1.3 million more over a lifetime compared to those with 
a high school diploma only.1,2 They also enjoy the lowest 
unemployment rates. Adults with stable, well-paying jobs 
are less likely to rely on the social safety net (nutritional 
assistance, subsidized housing, etc.) and less likely to 
interact with the criminal legal system.3 People with higher 
education tend to be healthier, live longer 4,5,6 and are 
also more likely to vote.7,8 Now imagine if these individual 
benefits were enjoyed by the majority of a population. 

Regions that are home to skilled and educated workers 
attract employers that provide good jobs. A 2009 report 
by McKinsey & Company estimated that gaps in educational 
outcomes have had a larger negative impact on GDP 
than all recessions since the 1970s. The whole region 
benefits from a growing population of skilled workers, and 
higher levels of civic engagement. Even better, these benefits 
are more likely to be passed to future generations.9 

However, only a minority successfully walk through this 
door of opportunity. For every 100 eighth-graders in the 
Houston region, 78 graduate from high school, 53 enroll 
in a two- or four-year in-state college, and 23 receive a 
degree or credential by the time they are 25 years old.

Children in the Houston region have disparate access to 
high-quality education that adequately prepares them 
for academic success. Black and Hispanic students in the 
region are five times more likely to attend a high-poverty 
school than white students, which results in very different 
educational experiences and contributes to the fact 
that Black and Hispanic students lag between three and 
three-and-a-half years behind their white counterparts.10 
This is because of discriminatory practices that have 
existed since our nation’s founding continue to be 
exacerbated by present-day inequities. Compounded 
over generations, the result is academic outcomes and 
educational attainment levels that vary significantly by 
race and ethnicity.

Recognizing its educational challenges, in 2019 Texas 
signed into law House Bill 3 (HB3), which would inject 
millions of dollars into Texas’s public schools. Then 
COVID-19 arrived, disrupting an already strained 
educational system. Academic outcomes for students 
worsened, and pre-existing disparities were exacerbated 
during the pandemic. Regional enrollment fell 23% in pre-
kindergarten, 7% in kindergarten, and 3% in public schools 
overall in 2020-21, the first full academic year during the 
pandemic. The proportion of students in the region who 
met state standards that year fell 5 percentage points in 
third-grade reading assessments, 20 points in eighth-grade 
math, and 17 points in algebra from the pre-pandemic 
STAAR administration in 2018-19.

It is too soon to know how the pandemic may affect the 
college-going behavior of these students, but high school 
graduates in the region enrolled in a public college or 
university in Texas at slightly lower rates than the state in 
2018 and 2019. Only 9% of students who graduated from 
a high school in the region in 2013 completed their 
degree at a public in-state university within four years and 
only 18% did within six years.

Despite challenges in shepherding students successfully 
through the educational pipeline, overall levels of 
education in the region have grown. The percentage of 
adults without a high school diploma in the three-county 
area fell by 8.6 percentage points, and the share with 
bachelor’s degree or higher in the three-county area 
increased to 34% from 25%. However, this is partly because 
our region attracts talent from across the nation and state 
to work in the lucrative oil and gas and professional 
services industries. For our region to remain competitive 
with today’s and future jobs, more must be done to 
ensure all students receive a high-quality education that 
prepares them for success in their future pursuits.

The more we know about where and when students need 
the most support during their academic careers, the 
better equipped we are to work toward an education 
system that prepares every Houston-area child to thrive 
and contribute to our region’s vibrant future.
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23% decline
in pre-K enrollment in first year of pandemic.
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8th graders in the region earned an in-state  
post-secondary credential by the time they are 
25 years old.
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6 point decline 
one-year into 
the pandemic
in reading proficiency 
among third-graders in 
Harris County.
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Despite gains in the number of adults with a high school diploma, 
rates in Harris County continue to lag behind the nation.

The teacher workforce in Fort Bend and Harris counties is 
more diverse than in Montgomery County and Texas. 
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