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When I was in high school, I wanted 

nothing more than to be a truck 

driver. While that is an honorable 

profession and one I pursued 

successfully for a time, I also had the 

opportunity to attend college on a 

US Navy scholarship. That 

experience, despite my struggles to 

graduate, set me on a completely 

different career path that I could 

never have imagined when I was 17 

and thinking only about driving bigger and bigger trucks. That different career path not only 

improved my life circumstances, but it also had a dramatic impact on my ability to serve my 

community. Educational attainment matters not just to individuals but to our shared 

economic, civic, and cultural vitality and, when we look past the fact that some demographic 

groups are disproportionately left behind, we put our states and our nation at risk.     

 

When I enrolled in college in 1975, minority students were first appearing on campus 

in large numbers not just at the Colorado university I attended but at campuses all around the 

nation.  Colleges and universities were enrolling minority students in significant numbers 

but the completion rates were very low, much lower than the completion rates of their White 

peers.  Why was that?  What kept so many students--students who had met the qualifications 

for admission--from persisting and graduating?  While I cannot speak for everyone, I can tell 

you how things were for me.  I had never been to the campus, never visited any other 

campuses, with the exception of Howard University in DC, and I immediately felt lost, 

Joseph Garcia 

Lieutenant Governor 



overwhelmed, and out of place. Things were difficult for me my first year and I quickly 

found myself on academic probation and, worse, wondering why I was there and why I felt 

so different from all the other students.  Luckily, I found two student groups, CBSA and 

UMAS, the Chicano Business Students Association and the United Mexican American 

Students, both of which helped me gain a sense of belonging and purpose that enabled me to 

change my academic trajectory. To make a long story just a bit shorter, I ultimately turned 

around my poor performance, graduated, and earned admission to Harvard Law School.  

But, the story could just as easily have had a very different ending.  I would like to say things 

have changed in the last 35 years for underrepresented minorities on campus but the data tell 

a different story.  Too many first generation, low income and minority students still fail to 

find success in higher education settings and the results have the potential to not only slow 

our economic recovery but to put us at risk of falling behind other countries, and every 

single state faces this challenge to varying degrees.  

 

Why is this? For first generation students in particular a university campus can seem 

like an alien environment and a student might question whether he or she belongs there. 

Small setbacks that are normal for any college student might, to a minority or first generation 

student,  seem like a confirmation that they never really “deserved” to be there at all. Many 

first generation Latino students may also face pressure from family members who did not go 

to college to drop out and get a job so that they can start contributing financially. Others with 

poor financial literacy might not understand the true cost of college and become intimidated 

by the perceived cost.  And too many first generation students never figure out how to 

navigate the complex process of taking a college preparatory curriculum, choosing an 

appropriate institution, applying for admission and financial aid and choosing an appropriate 

and rewarding field of study.  

 

In my State of Colorado, as in most states, the challenges appear early and the 

solutions are complex.  We know that over 50% of our suburban and urban non-Hispanic 

White adults have earned a postsecondary credential but only 19% of our Hispanic adults 

have done so, and only about 25% of our African American adults. In our rural communities 

the attainment gap is even greater but this is not just a higher education issue.  The 

disparities appear much earlier.  We know that our college completion gap is significant as is 

our college enrollment and college persistence gap.  Of course, working backwards, our high 

school graduation gaps are just as profound.  Data also clearly identify a “kindergarten 

readiness gap.”  Yet Colorado still has the second highest degree attainment rate among all 

states, in large part because we attract so many well educated individuals, individuals who 

earned their degrees elsewhere, perhaps in your state. This does not mean that we are 

unsuccessful at educating our own residents and, in fact, Colorado natives have a higher rate 

of college degree attainment than the national average. But, it is also true that people born 

elsewhere and now living in Colorado have a higher degree attainment rate, 57.2 

percent,than do our residents who were born here, 33.6 percent.  



 

Again, many states would be justly proud of those numbers but, when you separate 

students out by race, alarming gaps reveal themselves and those gaps are evidence of a 

looming problem that will challenge our long-term economic sustainability.  Let’s look at 

the hard facts. 

 

Imagine one hundred Hispanic ninth graders entering high school on their first day, a 

mixture of excitement, nerves, and, hopefully, ambition. Let’s fast forward a bit to the end of 

their high school careers, four years later, past all the classes, all the rigors, and all the tests. 

Out of those initial 100 ninth graders, 67 will graduate from high school on time. Already 

one third of the class has been left behind. Of those 67 that successfully completed high 

school in four years, only 28 will go to college. Of those 28, only 20 will return for their 

second year and fewer than ten-yes, ten of those original 100- will get a degree within one 

hundred and fifty percent of the standard program completion time.  But why the focus on 

Hispanic students?  Because in Colorado, as in many of your states, the fastest growing 

demographic under 18 years of age is our Hispanic population.  They are our future 

workforce, and our future workforce needs to be well educated.  

 

For other minority groups in Colorado the numbers are equally sobering. Contrast 

their success rate with the 58 percent of white students who receive their degree and the 

attainment gap becomes clear.
1
 This problem has far reaching consequences for the state and 

for the country. A new report by the Pell Institute provides useful data for analyzing the 

education attainment gap. According to the report, total enrollment in higher education rose 

from just over 7 million students in 1970 to over 17 million in 2012. (Pell Institute, 8). 

 

These numbers, if left unchanged, will have a dramatic impact on our ability to meet 

our workforce development demands. According to a report done by the Georgetown 

University Center on Education and the Workforce, 74 percent of Colorado jobs by 2020 

will require postsecondary training beyond a high school degree. (Carnevale, Smith, Strohl, 

State Report). Colorado’s workforce needs simply cannot be met if the state continues on its 

current path. The Latino population is the only growing demographic in Colorado’s K-12 

system so it becomes imperative that we address the problem of the attainment gap if we are 

to meet our workforce demands.  

 

This problem does not only affect Colorado. A recent report in the Economist 

examines the impact of our nation’s changing demographics. (The Economist, Special 

Report: America’s Hispanics)  The story points out that one American in six is now 

Hispanic, up from a small minority two generations ago. By mid-century it will be more than 

one in four. The report states that the rise in the Hispanic population is making America 

younger: the median age of whites is 42, of blacks 32, and of Hispanics 28. Among 

                                                           
1
 I define the attainment gap as the difference in degree attainment between majority and minority students. 



American-born Hispanics, the median age is 18. As other parts of the world face a future of 

aging and shrinking populations, the article asserts that Hispanics are sending their children 

to our schools, keeping them full and “replenishing the supply of future workers.” I would 

also add that these are not just our future workers, but also our future leaders. We cannot 

leave these - or any of our nation’s children - behind.  

 

This is a matter of equity versus equality. It is about giving people the support, 

resources and tools they need to be on even footing, and have the opportunities that come 

with postsecondary education. Higher education truly is a ticket to a better life. And that 

doesn’t just mean higher salaries and better job prospects, although it means those things, 

too. It means more engaged citizens. Parents with postsecondary education are more 

involved in their own children’s education. People with degrees vote at higher rates, have 

better health outcomes, rely less on social welfare programs and fare much better during 

tough economic times.  

 

So what do we mean by equity aside from fairness and impartiality? How can we be 

equitable in education? I would like to share a few best practices that we in Colorado have 

implemented. The first is this notion of pay for persistence, or providing a financial 

incentives for our institutions to focus on student success and completion.  Traditional 

funding formulas have focused only on enrollment and, in fact, institutions received tuition 

and state support based on the number of students enrolled without regard to their ultimate 

success.  I do not mean to suggest that higher education institutions didn’t care about student 

success. I am a former community college and university president myself, but it is no secret 

that the money coming into the colleges did not fluctuate depending on whether our students 

ultimately earned a credential. That has now changed.  We have created financial incentives 

that directly tie to student persistence and completion.  

 

In 2014, the Colorado State Legislature passed HB14-1319. That bill included a 

directive to the Department of Higher Education, which I lead, to craft a new funding 

formula to allocate general fund dollars to the state’s colleges and universities based on 

performance. That funding formula now recognizes and rewards completion, retention, 

successful transfer, and other metrics like workforce placement and serving low income 

students. In addition, we now allocate state need based financial aid to institutions based in 

part on the degree to which students move successfully from freshman status to sophomore 

status and beyond.  We know that we must do more than talk about improving outcomes 

for our low income and Latino and African-American populations.  We must measure 

each institution’s success in graduating our neediest students, and we must allocate 

resources in a way that holds them accountable and rewards them when they are 

successful..   

 



Next, we believe that we need to fund more student support services. In 2014 the 

Colorado State Legislature committed $34 million dollars to the Colorado Opportunity 

Scholarship Initiative, a program dedicated to increasing student support and financial 

resources. By December of 2014, the Scholarship Initiative had made grants totalling $3.4 

million to  28 programs based in high schools, community non-profits and higher education 

institutions that provide student support and aid in enrollment, retention and completion.  

 

Lastly, we must acknowledge and understand that we cannot do it alone. It would be 

misguided to believe that a problem of this magnitude can be solved solely by government. 

We in Colorado have turned to businesses, nonprofits, and other organizations and agencies 

to form partnerships in the hope that we can all address this problem together.  My first term, 

serving alongside Governor John Hickenlooper, was defined by our efforts to improve 

educational opportunities and outcomes for all Coloradans.  Yet we still face a shortage of 

qualified and well prepared workers who we desperately need to fuel our growing innovation 

and information based economy.  That’s why, in our second term, we are focusing, very 

intentionally on the specific and tangible goal of closing the degree attainment gap.     
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