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The Education Pathway: Investing in Nevada’s Future

Executive Summary
Nevada leads the nation in unemployment and in low academic achievement. But the recent gains in academic 
performance cannot be ignored. An improving system must be supported with investment in the entire Pathway of 
pre-Kindergarten through higher education. Each year, 30,000 students are poised to graduate from Nevada high 
schools. Failure to address all phases of the education continuum means we will see many of these 30,000 students 
fall short of being qualified for the post-secondary and career opportunities in Nevada. 

The research presented in this paper shows the link between Nevada’s education system and the current state of the 
economy. The findings support the importance of an adequately funded education Pathway for economic prosperity. 

Introduction
•	 Education is key to a sound economy and the ability 

of Nevadans to secure high-quality employment.
•	 The relationship between state per-pupil funding 

and 8th grade scores in math and reading indicates 
that Nevada is still behind the national mean in test 
scores and per-pupil funding.

•	 For Nevada to develop a highly-skilled and highly-
educated workforce, investments must be made in all 
levels of education, from pre-Kindergarten to higher 
education. 

Early Care and Education (ECE)
•	 ECE is the basis of a strong educational infrastructure, 

beginning with pre-Kindergarten through 3rd grade. 
•	 Quality ECE helps ensure a strong future workforce 

and is a critical support for the current workforce.
•	 Investment in ECE yields at least $13:$1 investment 

to the public, along with other socio-economic and 
educational advantages.

The Middle Years: Grades 4-12
•	 Nevada’s children in grades 4 through 12 are not 

performing at the levels necessary to prepare them 
for further education and future opportunities in the 
workforce. Improvements have been modest, and 
more funding will support an improving product.

•	 Implementation of the Common Core State 
Standards and an emphasis on STEAM (science, 
technology, engineering, arts, and mathematics) 
education will require adequate funding for teacher 
training and new assessments.

•	 Career and College Readiness must be a statewide 
goal to replace the GDP lost as baby boomers are 
retiring and highly-skilled jobs remain unfilled.

Higher Education
•	 Faculty at Nevada’s higher education institutions are 

the driving force behind research and development, 
which stimulates economic development. 

•	 With graduation rates growing at community 
colleges, these are essential for workforce preparation 
and require continued support.

•	 Cuts to higher education have a huge negative impact 
on Nevada’s economy.

Economic Factors
•	 Nevada ranks as only the 45th best state for business 

in the U.S.
•	 Nevada has a favorable business tax climate, but 

is not attracting businesses because the education 
system needs continued improvement, the education 
level of the overall workforce is low, and support for 
innovation is weak in Nevada.

•	 By 2018, the majority of jobs in Nevada will require 
some post-secondary training beyond high school.
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 “Today’s economic reality is remarkably different from the 20th 
century model that delivered so much success for our State. Nevada’s 
workforce needs are changing as well. There was a day when thousands 
of Nevadans could find work with only a high school diploma — or even 
without graduating from high school at all. But if we are to compete in 
the 21st century economy, this is no longer true. Future employment 
will require significantly higher levels of education.”

Governor Brian Sandoval, October 2011, Las Vegas Sun

Introduction

Nevada persists with 
the nation’s highest 
unemployment rate 

at 10.2%. 1 

Nevada ranks 45th 
in “well educated” 

states with only 
21.8% of the 

population aged 25+ 
holding a Bachelor’s 
degree or higher. 2 

Nevada ranks last 
in the nation with a 
reported 62% high 
school graduation 

rate. 3

There is an indelible and ever intensifying link between education, a sound economy, 
and the ability of Nevadans to secure quality employment. In September 2012, 
Georgetown University’s Public Policy Institute published a study concluding, “The 
downward plight of high school graduates did not begin yesterday. It is a story that goes 
back at least 40 years and represents a structural change in the United States economy, 
demarcated by rising educational requirements across the labor market and a smaller 
share of the economic pie for high school-educated workers.”4 

Recognizing the economic trend demanding more post-secondary education and/or 
training is especially relevant to the state of Nevada. According to most recent U.S. 
Census Bureau findings, only 21.8% of Nevada’s population ages 25 or older possesses 
a Bachelor’s degree or higher. That places Nevada 45th on the list of “well educated” 
states – a full 17.9% behind #1, Massachusetts, and only a bare 2.9% ahead of #47, 
Mississippi.

Two out of Three U.S. Jobs Will Require Postsecondary Education
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In 2012, 39 states 
provided state funds 
for pre-K programs. 
Nevada ranks next 
to last (on both a 

gross and per capita 
basis) in providing 

these funds.7 

Nevada ranks 48th 
(out of 48 states 

reporting) with 52% 
of children ages 

3-5 not in nursery 
school, pre-school or 

kindergarten.8 

Nevada’s 4th grade 
reading NAEP scores 
were lower than 39 
states. Nevada’s 4th 
grade math NAEP 
scores were lower 
than 32 states.9 

A student reading 
below grade level 
in 3rd grade has 
less than a 50% 

chance to graduate 
high school and less 
than a 20% chance 

of enrolling in 
college.10

Moreover, the U.S. Department of Education reported that in 2011 Nevada was the 
state with the lowest high school graduation rate in the nation. 

The correlation between education and Nevada’s economy is further confirmed in 
a 2011 study that breaks down Nevada’s unemployment picture based on levels of 
education. 5 

Nevada leads the nation in unemployment, and lags the nation in having a “well 
educated” workforce. There is a direct correlation between educational attainment and 
employment opportunities. We must now ask, “How can we develop a more highly 
educated workforce in our state?”

“In the long run, significant improvements in the skill 
levels of American workers, especially workers not 
attending college, are unlikely without substantial 
improvements in the arrangements that foster early 
learning. We cannot afford to postpone investing in 
children until they become adults…Learning is a dynamic 
process and is most effective when it begins at a young 
age and continues through to adulthood.”6 

Early childhood development is essential in the construction of a solid foundation for 
learning. New building blocks need to be continuously erected upon that foundation, 
and only then can the highly-skilled, highly-educated capstone be appropriately fixed 
in place. Education is a long-term investment and commitment from both the educator 
and the learner. 

Investment in pre-Kindergarten through higher education systems (pre-K-16)—the 
foundation, the building blocks, the capstone—comes in many forms. The commitment 
of financial capital to fund these institutions is vital. Critical, too, is the application of 
human capital.

Higher levels of college and career readiness 
equals higher employment

2009 Nevada Unemployment Status by education
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Of course, what is ultimately important about the investments Nevada makes in 
children’s education is how those assets translate into results. In 2011, the Education 
Alliance of Washoe County introduced a scattergram showing the relationship 
between state per-pupil funding and 8th grade National Assessment of 
Educational Progress (NAEP) scores.11 Nevada has yet to reach even the 
average U.S. level of funding, which if met, would likely bring about at 
least an 11-point increase in math and reading scores. States like Florida 
and Colorado, which perform better than Nevada, invest closer to $9,000 
per student. Ultimately, Nevada’s financial investment does not rise to the 
national mean, and Nevada is not producing desirable results. 

Yet even during these difficult economic times, many educators, 
administrators and leaders—Nevada’s invested human capital—have 
shown tremendous drive and initiative in shaping a better education 
system in Nevada. Initiatives that demonstrate a desire to address issues 
facing Nevada’s education system include Nevada’s Promise, the Common 
Core State Standards, the Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium, a 
more robust CTE curriculum, a statewide commitment to college and 
career readiness, more business and community involvement, and high 
school academies.

In the following chapters, the significance of early care and education, 
investing in grades 4-12, and promoting higher education is explored. 
The goal is to demonstrate that a robust education system at all levels, if 
properly supported, can fuel promising economic success.

 A Success Story  

Dean’s Future 
Scholars Program

Dean’s Future Scholars (DFS) is 
an academic outreach program 
housed in the College of Education 
at UNR. Each year, DFS recruits 
approximately 50 low-income 
WCSD students from the 6th grade 
whose parents did not attend college 
(“first generation students”).

The goal of DFS is to increase 
the number of low-income, first 
generation students graduating 
from high school, gaining access 
to higher education, and entering 
highly skilled careers.

Results in 2012:

85% high school grad rate

65% enrollment in post-
secondary education (52% at 
UNR and 13% at TMCC)

3.06 GPA for seniors

59% Honors or Advanced 
diplomas

The DFS cohort in 2012 was 
93.5% non-Caucasian

DFS’s success demonstrates what can 
happen when capital investment, 
human resources, and ingenuity 
come together with the aim of 
improving student achievement.

2011 NAEP Math + Reading Scores vs. Unadjusted 
2010 Per Pupil Spending States with Hispanic + African 

American + Native American Enrollment = 30-60%



Early Care and Education

Young children who 
attend higher-quality and 
more stable ECE programs 
have the following 
characteristics through 
elementary school15: 
•	 Improved math and 

language ability
•	Enhanced cognitive and 

social skills
•	Fewer behavioral issues

Defining Early Care and Education (ECE). The definition 
for ECE by The Economic Impact of Early Care and Education in Nevada13 provides 
an important framework for understanding early care and education. This report uses 
the term early care and education to “describe a range of programs that are outside the 
traditional K-12 educational system that provide care and education to children ages 
birth through age 12. ECE encompasses not only the child care and early education 
programs that serve infants, toddlers and young children before they enter school, 
but also some licensed after-school and out-of-school-time programs that are used by 
school children through age 12. ECE programs include all licensed 
ECE settings (e.g. centers and family child care homes and some 
license-exempt settings; pre-K and out-of-school time programs 
operated by school districts, youth recreation programs, early 
childhood special education, as well as family, friend and 
neighbor providers registered on the State’s 
subsidy program).” Science, technology, 
engineering, arts, and mathematics 
(STEAM) should be an integral part 
of child’s life as soon as possible 
for a child’s brain to exercise and 
develop its mental faculties.

Child development is a foundation for community development and 
economic development, as capable children become the foundation of 
a prosperous and sustainable society and economy. Nevada’s current 
population of children will become tomorrow’s citizens, workers, tax 
payers, and parents. If Nevada continues to fall short in providing 
the State’s children with what they need to build a strong foundation 
for healthy and productive lives, the State’s future prosperity and 
economic security are at risk. It is well known that investing $1 in 
Early Care and Education yields at least $13 to the public,12 so it is a 
critical prerequisite for future economic productivity and responsible 
citizenship in Nevada. 

4The Education Pathway: Investing in Nevada’s Future
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Quality ECE is the Basis of a Strong Educational 
Infrastructure. It will be hard for Nevada to diversify its economy without 
a skilled and educated workforce which must be grounded in ECE. In addition, young 
and highly educated workers and parents of young children from outside the State may 
be attracted by a high quality ECE system.14

While Nevada law requires children be 5 years old to enroll in kindergarten, Nevada 
law does not require enrollment in kindergarten. Compulsory school attendance is only 
required from age 7.16 The Nevada Legislative Counsel Bureau reported in its 2012 
research brief on full-day kindergarten that some states have transitioned from half-day 
to full-day kindergarten based on a number of factors relevant to Nevada: an increase 
in the number families where both parents or the only parent work full-time, evidence 
that early childhood programs—including full-day kindergarten17—contribute to later 
school success, an increase in the number of students with limited English language 
skills, and greater numbers of educationally and economically disadvantaged students. 

State-funded, full-day kindergarten was approved by the Nevada Legislature in 2005, 
but districts do not need to offer full-day kindergarten.16 However, a study by the 
Clark County School District highlighted the positive effect of full-day kindergarten 
on student academic achievement, indicating that “lower socioeconomic students 
enrolled in full-day kindergarten demonstrated 
greater rates of literacy growth over the course 
of the year than closely-matched half-day 
students.”17 A similar study in 2011 found that 
3rd and 4th grade students who attended full-
day kindergarten also outperformed students 
who attended half-day kindergarten in reading 
and mathematics.17

Investing in ECE clearly secures academic 
benefits. ECE is also aligned with Governor 
Sandoval’s goal of “Read by Three,”18 and the 
expansion of full-day kindergarten. With quality 
ECE, these are fully achievable goals. 

“Investments in high-quality early learning programs for children from 
birth to age five yield high returns. In fact, research shows that for 
every dollar invested today, savings range from $2.50 to as much as 
$17 in the years ahead.”

 –U.S. Chamber of Commerce, Why Business 
Should Support Early Childhood Education, 2010

Enrollment of 3- 
and 4-Year Olds 
in Pre-K

NV
CO

48%

81%

29%
FL
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Quality ECE Helps Ensure a Strong Future 
Workforce. Recent research on early brain development provides conclusive 
evidence that high-quality ECE for children from birth through age five is a critical 
foundation for future academic and workforce success.19 Three separate 
longitudinal studies of targeted, intensive intervention programs for 
low-income children have indicated significant and positive long-term 
outcomes in areas such as grade repetition and special education needs, 
higher educational attainment and home ownership in adulthood. Many 
of the outcomes reduce future public spending in such areas as K-12 
education, criminal justice and welfare assistance, which result in a 12% 
rate of public return on investment.20 Furthermore, research shows that 
in addition to their traditional role of promoting healthy development, 
high-quality early childhood programs can serve as an effective early 
warning system to address risky situations and incorporate child abuse 
prevention strategies.

“Educating children…at an early age increases 
their opportunities and benefits the larger 
economy.” 

-Federal Reserve Chairman Ben Bernanke, Conference of the Children’s 
Defense Fund, Cincinnati, 2012.

Researchers at High/Scope Perry 
have followed the two groups for 
the past 40 years, and the findings 
are compelling: those who attended 
quality preschool outperform those 
who did not in education, economic 
performance, crime prevention, 
family relations, and health. Indeed, 
the investment made in their early 
education has yielded growing 
results throughout their lifetimes.

Specifically, the 
program group at age 
40, compared to the 
non-program group:

•	 was 20% more likely to have 
graduated from high school;

•	 was 14% more likely to be 
employed;

•	 had $5,500 more in annual 
earnings;

•	 had a 9% higher chance of 
becoming home-owners;

•	 was 26% more likely to have a 
savings account;

•	 had significantly fewer lifetime 
arrests (36% vs. 55% arrested 
five or more times) and 
significantly fewer months in 
prison or jail by age 40 (28% 
vs. 52% ever sentenced).

Returns to a Unit Dollar Invested

– Dr. James Heckman, 
Nobel Prize Winner, University of Chicago
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Quality ECE is a Critical Support for the Current 
Workforce. Access to affordable, high quality ECE promotes career development 
and educational advancement, drives labor force productivity, decreases absenteeism 
and employee turnover, and enhances employee recruitment and retention. Nevada 
has a shortage of highly skilled and educated workers, which undermines the State’s 
ability to attract new businesses with higher paying jobs and thus impedes the State’s 
long-term economic prosperity. A more educated and skilled workforce builds 
economic prosperity by attracting employers who pay 
higher wages and offer greater benefits. Educational 
advancement for parents translates to higher incomes 
and reduces the likelihood of needing various forms of 
government support. In a national study investigating 
higher education opportunities for individuals 
transitioning from welfare to work, researchers found 
that 88% of welfare recipients who obtained four-year 
college degrees discontinued participation in welfare 
after earning their degree.21 Innovative ECE solutions 
not only meet the needs of working families, but they 
also support productivity and profitability among 
businesses.

“Nevada stakeholders have 
agreed that the purpose of 
public education in Nevada is to 
meet the learning needs of all 
students in order to prepare 
them to graduate and to be 
successful in postsecondary 
environments… Nevada needs to 
refine and enhance educational 
systems throughout pre-K-12 
schools, community colleges, and 
four-year universities.”  

-Nevada’s ESEA Flexibility 
Request, July 21, 2012.

Nevada’s adult population has less education than 
that of its neighboring states, yet its economic 
competitiveness moving forward relies on an educated 
workforce. One way to build the education of the State 
and to attract a more educated workforce is to create 
a strong, high quality ECE system.22 Quality ECE 
with a STEAM focus lays the foundation for strong 
academic performance, social skills, and discipline — 
key elements for continued success in highly-skilled 
and higher-wage-earning careers.
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The Middle Years: Grades 4-12

Nevada school districts are aligning curriculum and setting assessment standards to 
transition the early elementary school years to the pathways needed for Nevada’s future 
economy. These alignments are coordinated with the phasing in of the Common Core 
State Standards, which are based on empirical data, and reflect the shared goal of 
preparing students for readiness in credit-bearing college courses, apprenticeship and 
certificate programs, and highly skilled careers. This alignment will ensure students’ 
academic growth and the development of Nevada’s next generation of employees to 
meet the goals established by state leaders. 

The properly supported early development of a student, as discussed 
in the prior chapter, will provide a solid foundation for the next 
years in a student’s life: 4th through 12th grade. “Moving Nevada 
Forward: A Plan for Excellence in Economic Development” produced 
by the Governor’s Commission on Economic Development calls for the 
alignment of education, career training, and workforce development to 
targeted opportunities. It is a continuum of systemic building blocks 
that is dependent on a strong K-12 educational pathway that must 
be proactive, must focus on career and college readiness, and must 
engage students and parents in the process.

The Education Pathway: Investing in Nevada’s Future

4th graders 
proficient 
in reading

8th graders 
proficient 
in math

100%

80%

60%

40%

20% 46th 45th
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 Learning from Florida  

In 1998, nearly half of Florida’s 4th graders were 
scoring “below basic” on the NAEP reading 
test. After the successful implementation of the 
“1999 model” in 2007, Florida dramatically 
increased reading performance. By 2009, 70% of 
its students scored basic or better on the reading 
test.24 Comprehensive education reforms are 
cited as factors in Florida students’ improvement, 
along with an increase in financial investment in 
pre-K-12 education – Florida spends considerably 
more per-pupil than Nevada.

Some reforms include: increased rigor of academic 
standards, a new grading formula, investment in 
early literacy, allowing students in poor-performing 
public schools to transfer to higher-performing 
public schools, performance pay for teachers 
who achieve student gains and who increase the 
number of students in Advanced Placement (AP) 
classes, giving low-income students access to AP 
classes and encouraging them to take college 
entrance exams, and adopting new teacher and 
principal evaluations which included distributing 
to parents school report 
cards.25 

All of these 
reforms required 
and still require 
additional 
resources and 
funding to 
successfully 
implement.

Nevada’s children in grades 4 through 12 have not been performing at the levels of 
achievement that are necessary to prepare them for further education and future 
opportunities in the workforce.23 

It is imperative that Nevada provides its schools with the more rigorous Common 
Core State Standards, more effective classroom instruction, more widely available 
academic supports for students at the earliest evidence 
that intervention is necessary, more accurate assessments 
of reading, English, and math proficiency, a more reliable 
statewide data system that tracks student performance from 
kindergarten through college completion, and adequate 
financial resources to implement all of these necessities to 
their fullest. 

Common Core State Standards Will 
Help Prepare Nevada’s Students. 
Nevada is adopting consistent standards in English and 
mathematics known as the Common Core State Standards. 
The Common Core State Standards will provide a more 
rigorous curriculum, helping reduce the need for remediation 
in college, which costs Nevada about $23 million per 
school year.26 Common Core State Standards are being 
adopted across the United States, these standards will help 
to smooth the transition of an estimated 18,000 students 
who moved here from out of state in 2009.27 Students who 
take at least four years of math in high school (Algebra I 
& II, Geometry, and additional higher-level courses) are 
significantly more likely to meet the College Readiness 
Benchmark28 in math than those who take only three years 
or less of mathematics. Similarly, students who take an 
upper-level sequence of science courses that includes Physics 
are substantially more likely to reach the College Readiness 
Benchmark in science than students who took only Biology 
and Chemistry or less.29 Nevada will also be adopting more 
rigorous English and mathematics assessments aligned with 
the Common Core State Standards, as part of a coalition of 
states developing the Smarter Balanced Assessments.

But with the current K-12 funding formula, Nevada is 
not well-equipped to implement the Common Core State 
Standards. There will be no benefit to students, to the 
education system, or to the State unless the Core Common 
Standards are supported by the appropriate physical and 
human resources.
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Career and College Readiness Must be the Statewide 
Goal. Career and college readiness (CCR) is a combination of the “right diploma, 
the right courses, the right test scores, and the right skills and attitudes.” ‘Career and 
College readiness’ means that a high school graduate is ready to pursue preparation for 
a highly-skilled career and is admissible to and prepared to succeed in first-year, credit-
bearing classes without remediation at a 2- or 4-year college, technical or trade school, or 
apprenticeship program. A ‘career’ differs from a ‘job’ in that a career offers 
the opportunity to advance and develop professionally.30 CCR must be 
implemented through a collaborative effort among economic development 
advocates, educators, parents, and the executive and legislative branches 
of Nevada’s government to align high school diploma requirements with 
college and career requirements. 

But Nevada’s students are clearly not prepared for a career or for college 
since many do not even graduate from high school. Nevada only graduates 
62% of its high school students, making the rate the lowest high school 
graduation rate in the nation.3 This means that two out of every five 
students who enter high school do not graduate. Clark County has recently 
improved its graduation rates, from 59% to 66%.31

Further, a standard diploma does not properly prepare graduates for 
college or for careers requiring technical preparation. To foster career and 
college readiness, course requirements must be more rigorous. Counselors 
are using advisement tools and policies that reflect the inconsistency 
in expectations to prior economic employment needs, service, and 
construction. Providing counselors with clear CCR guidelines and aligning high 
school diploma requirements with entry requirements to higher education will enable 
counselors to provide advisement matching the needs of our economy. 

Career and technical education (CTE) programs help guide students in career 
development to use their work-ready skills in the economy. These types of programs 
should be expanded in collaboration with the State’s employment and economic 
development needs. High school students who are enrolled in CTE courses typically 
perform 2% to 6% better in math, reading, and writing than students not enrolled in 

“My biggest concern for Nevada and 
the entire country is the drop-out 
problem...We need great teachers, good 
pedagogy, intelligent governance…” 

-Elaine Wynn, November 19, 2012 
in a comment to the Education Alliance.

Nevada’s high 
school graduates

42% not 
ready for 
college-
level work

45% not 
ready for jobs 
beyond the 
entry level
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CTE, likely attributed to practical applications of real-world problems. Not 
surprisingly, CTE students graduate in higher numbers (72% compared 
to 68.7% of non-CTE students in 2008), according to the Nevada Office 
of Career, Technical, and Adult Education’s 2011 Accountability Report. 

CCR is a reasonably low cost initiative, but does require training and 
sufficient staffing of counselors and a focus of school counseling on 
ensuring that all students receive the academic support they need to meet 
CCR guidelines. For the 2009-2010 school year, the U.S. Department 
of Education reported that Nevada had one counselor for every 493 
students.33 This is above the average U.S. ratio of 459 students to one 
counselor, and well above the American School Counselor Association’s 
recommendation of 250 students to one counselor. 

STEAM Education Improves Cognitive 
Abilities and Fuels Economic Opportunities. 
There is tangible evidence in Nevada schools that students thrive 
in rigorous project-based curriculum rooted in science, technology, 
engineering, and mathematics (STEM). Proponents of the arts, which are 
also shown to stimulate cognitive growth in children34, similarly advocate 
for an integration of the five subjects: science, technology, engineering, 
arts, and mathematics into what is known as STEAM. 

Parents of students in earlier grades are participating in their children’s 
education through family engagement opportunities geared to support 
families and their children in math and science, like MAPPS (Math and 
Parent Partnerships) and FLITE (Family Literacy Experience), which 
integrate reading with science-based projects. These programs make school 
interesting and relevant, and engage the family using a curriculum with 
real-world applications that present workplace problems which students 
learn to solve. 

Advanced
Technologies 
Academy in 

Clark County

This high school is proof that students 
thrive in rigorous coursework. 
Advanced Technologies Academy 
is a magnet high school in which 
students study one of eight specialized 
programs based on integration and 
the use of technologies. 

The academy is ranked by U.S. 
News as 2nd best high school 
in Nevada. With over half of 
its student body enrolled in AP 
classes, the school boasts a 100% 
proficiency rate in writing and a 
51.3 college readiness index32 — 
which is well beyond Nevada’s 
average. Sixty-two percent of the 
students are minorities, and 23% 
are economically disadvantaged, 
but with a 19:1 student/teacher 
ratio and a school climate endorsing 
AP classes and STEM education, 
Advanced Technologies Academy 
prepares its students to succeed. 

STEM Opens Doors

Source: ChangeTheEquation.org (2012), “STEM Demand”

STEM 
Occupations

All 
Occupations

Overall, 
unemployed 
people 
outnumber 
job postings 
by 3.6 to one

In the STEM 
occupations, 
job postings 
outnumbered 
unemployed people 
by 1.9 to one
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Common Core State Standards implementation is a 
critical curriculum vehicle which brings together 
K-12 educators and higher education partners to 
strengthen the education pipeline to Nevada’s economy. 
State and local leaders must recognize that if we are 
truly going to provide these meaningful pathways for 
our students, strategic financial support must be 
initiated to support STEAM and other key education 
goals outlined in Moving Nevada Forward: A Plan 
for Excellence in Economic Development. Strategic 
investment of time, financial, and human resources is 
needed to focus strengthening this crucial Nevada 
Education pipeline.

 Learning from Colorado  

Colorado has experienced an upward trend in graduation 
rates since implementing cost-effective dropout 
prevention and graduation programs. Colorado provides 
technical and financial assistance to qualifying schools to 
re-engage students at greatest risk of dropping out. The 
Colorado Graduation Pathways Project39:

•	 builds transition systems for middle school to high 
school and high school to post-secondary options;

•	 implements interventions and strategies for outreach 
and re-engagement;

•	 includes professional development for teachers;

•	 increases the number of school counselors in 
secondary schools;

•	 promotes career and college-going cultures in schools 
with the School Counselor Corps Program

STEM has begun fueling the economy in places like Utah and Silicon Valley, where the 
job creation numbers are up nearly 4% with largely tech-related jobs.35 Utah ranked 
second in the nation in both export growth and rate at which new businesses are 
created. It also ranked in the top five in categories 
including long term-job growth, short-term job 
growth, higher-education efficiency, and STEM 
job growth.36

Furthermore, a STEM-educated population 
will have a significant advantage in the job 
market as STEM jobs make up 15 of the 20 
fastest growing fields.37 Nevada’s students can be 
leading thinkers and innovators if we give them 
a chance understand the underlying theories, not 
only the how, but the why, things work through 
these intellectually stimulating programs. Forty-
eight percent of Nevada students taking the 
EXPLORE, a   test program by ACT for 8th 
and 9th graders to plan for high school courses 
or choose a career direction, indicated science, 
technology, and technical careers as their career 
and post-secondary education preference.
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Higher Education

The future workforce of Nevada will be prepared in great part by the educational 
institutions in Nevada. Currently, about three-fourths of new freshmen in Nevada’s 
higher education institutions are graduates of Nevada’s high schools.40 In a recent study 
by Northeastern University, the majority of families believe it is “extremely likely” their 
child will attend college, and that funding cuts to public universities lower the country’s 
standing as a global leader in higher education.41 

The conclusion is that Nevada has the opportunity and the 
responsibility to align education programs to workforce needs and 
address Nevada parents’ expectations for higher education for their 
children. 

Success in Post-Secondary Education 
Depends on Pre-K Through 12th Grade 
Preparation. Unfortunately, Nevada is one of the weakest 
states in post-secondary degree attainment by residents.42 Factors 
contributing to this are inadequate preparation for post-secondary 
education and low high school graduation rates. With more jobs 
requiring post-secondary credentials, fewer Nevadans will be 
prepared for high-skill, high-wage employers. Such a workforce does 
not attract businesses needing highly skilled workers to Nevada. 
Fortunately, Nevada is in control of many factors related to successful 
post-secondary degree attainment and workforce preparation. 

For example, indicators of the low levels of performance can 
especially be found in the high need for remediation in college; 
however, collaboration between Nevada pre-K-12 and NSHE can 
alleviate these shortcomings. It is clear that students who do not 
take four years of math in high school or do not enroll in math 

Higher education is a vital piece in building a strong economy. The 
Nevada System of Higher Education provides 2-year, 4-year, graduate, 
certificate programs and research activities that support economic 
development and workforce preparation for the State. Nevada needs to 
restore recent budget cuts in higher education to develop a competitive, 
highly skilled, innovative population that will attract larger numbers 
of diverse businesses and enhance Nevada’s current industries.

Nevada ranks last in a 

9th graders chance to 

enter college by age 19, 

and last for overall 

chance of success



beyond the Algebra 3-4 level are more likely to need remediation 
in college.43 The same is true for English. High school students who 
do not enroll in Advanced Placement English are more likely to 
need remediation after high school.42 Of the nearly 42% of Nevada 
students taking remedial classes at two-year institutions, only about 
10% will graduate. At four-year institutions, of the 30% who take 
remedial classes, only slightly more than a third will graduate.39 This 
emphasizes the importance of student preparation and funding for a 
pre-K-12/higher education collaboration to achieve success in higher 
education.

At Least 1 in 3 Students are 
Enrolled in Remedial Classes

California Learns 
that Addressing Poor 
Performance Requires 

Funding

The California State University (CSU) 
system added a series of college readiness 
questions to the State’s 11th grade exam, 
which tells students afterward whether 
they are on-track for college-level courses. 

CSU is also helping high school teachers 
work with unprepared students and craft 
a 12th grade transitional curriculum. 
Other states, like Virginia, Texas, and 
Florida, are also creating 12th grade 
transitional courses and end-of-course 
tests based on college readiness standards. 
The transitional curriculum allows for 
students who earn high enough scores to 
proceed directly into college courses.44 

Community Colleges are 
Essential for Workforce 
Preparation. While Nevada’s 
graduation rates are lower than the 
national averages for public universities 
and for public 2-year colleges,45 graduation 
rates at community colleges are steadily 
growing. In the 2010-2011 school year 
4,514 degrees were awarded at Nevada’s two-
year institutions, a 77% increase in degrees 
and certificates from the previous year, and a 
13% increase in Associate Degrees.46 The degree 
programs offered at community colleges play a 
vital role in Nevada’s economy as they support a 
growing number of students. 

Retention Relates to the 
Culmination of a Student’s 
Academic Successes. Graduation with 
a degree occurs only when students make progress 
and return from one semester to the next for the 
complete program. Students fail to return for many 
reasons, including financial, motivational, and academic 
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success in courses. While students can return 
after stopping their progress, there is much 
evidence that taking time out or attending 
part-time reduces the likelihood of ultimate 
completion of their degree.47 First-year 
retention is particularly important and rates 
have improved across NSHE institutions. The 
year 2010 shows the highest retention rate for 
Nevada (nearly 74%), which is close to the 
nation’s average. But for those not returning 
to continue their education, there is a cost to 
the State. Nevada students who began college 
but did not return for a second year cost the 
State $68.4 million.48 Additional support such 
as Millennium Scholarships and academic 
support services can reduce the costs associated 
with unsuccessful students. 

Cuts to Higher Education 
Impact Nevada’s Economy. 
Economic and education crises have caused 
the United States to slip from the 1st to 12th 
most prosperous country in the world.49 
Nevada has been hit particularly hard in 
funding for the university and community 
college certificate and degree programs that are 
critical for meeting the workforce needs for the 
State’s economy. The Nevada System of Higher 
Education’s (NSHE) Economic Impact Study 
of 200950 measured the economic contribution 
of the NSHE institutions to Nevada and found 
the following: 

•	 For every $1 reduction in NSHE expenditures, total Nevada economic output is 
reduced by $2. 

•	 A one-employee reduction in NSHE would reduce Nevada employment by 1.58 
jobs. 

•	 The 2009 total economic impact of all NSHE institutions is estimated at $2.736 
billion. 

•	 NSHE institutions are directly responsible for 15,101 jobs in Nevada.

•	 Combined, the NSHE institutions are Nevada’s second largest employer. 

10.6%
CSN

22.9%
GBC

21.6%
NSC

16.7%
TMCC

39.5%
UNLV

51.4%
UNR

19.3%
WNC

Nevada’s 
Low 
Graduation 
Rates
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In order to attract businesses to the State, the higher 
education system must have the resources to provide 
the preparation needed for Nevada’s workforce. 
Without investment in higher education, Nevada will 
not be able to offer the highly skilled population that 
will attract diverse businesses to the State. With one 
of the greatest projected growths of high school 
graduates in the nation in the next decade,53 now is 
the time for Nevada to sharpen its focus on public 
education for all students.

18 Years of 
Accelerated Associate 
Degree Programs at 
Great Basin College

GBC has worked collaboratively with 
the regional mining industry over the 
past 18 years. With industry support, 
GBC has developed 48-week accelerated 
Associate degree programs in five technical 
areas: diesel, electrical, instrumentation 
and welding technology, and industrial 
millwright technology. Over 90% of 
graduates from these programs are 
employed within one year of completion. 

“Growing our own” has become GBC’s 
strategy to provide a trained workforce 
for rural Nevada in jobs for which it is 
otherwise difficult to recruit and retain 
quality professionals.

Source: Great Basin College, 2012.

University faculty and student research also stimulate output 
and attract business investment. According to UNLV’s Center 
for Business and Economic Research Director Steve Brown, 
“Faculty… are going to relocate to another state… Research 
money tends to follow people, not institutions.”51 Brown explained 
common sense economics: that cuts to higher education have 
a negative impact on the diversification of Nevada’s economy 
because it is closely associated with university research. In 
an economic study in 2009, UNLV’s Center for Business 
and Economic Research found that $1 of funding to NSHE 
produced $2 of economic output to the state. Funds provided 
to leverage the research and development expertise in NSHE is 
a well-established strategy for enhancing economic development 
in areas that provide high-income jobs.

The need for post-secondary education or job training for 
all students after high school cannot be understated. This is 
becoming more urgent as the percentage of jobs for workers 
with a high school diploma or less continues its free fall, from 
72% in 1973 to a projected 37% in 2018.37 Nevada has people, 
including veterans, with some post-secondary education but no 
degree and they represent a potential source of more employees 
with degrees provided that reentry support services are available 
for them to complete workforce-related programs. 

Many of Nevada’s employers struggle to fill “middle-skills” jobs which require post-
secondary technical education and training, such as jobs in the fields of computer 
technology, nursing, and manufacturing. Nevada labor is comprised of between 40 and 
45% middle-skills jobs.52 It is important that higher education be adequately funded to 
provide the necessary training and/or retraining to meet employer needs.
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Economic Factors

CNBC Best States for Business for 2012

The CNBC rankings provide greater detail in specific areas than other rankings. 
CNBC ranked the Best States for Business for 2012 using objective measurements in 
10 broad categories: Cost of business; Workforce; Economy; Business Friendliness; 
Transportation; Technology and Innovation; Education; Access to Capital; Cost of 
Living; Quality of Life. 

Overall 
Business 
Ranking

Business 
Tax 

Climate
Cost of 
Business Workforce Education

Access 
to 

Capital
Tech & 

Innovation

Texas 1 9 28 7 26 8 2

Utah 2 10 11 9 45 13 24

Virginia 3 26 32 8 13 9 14

North 
Carolina 4 44 21 3 13 18 9

North 
Dakota 5 29 16 10 19 43 47

Nevada 45 3 30 13 50 34 44

 Green = Top 33% Yellow = Middle 33% Red = Bottom 33%

  Cost of Business: Tax burden, utilities, cost of wages/workers comp, office & industrial space
  Workforce: Education level of the workforce, number of available workers, union membership, worker training programs 
  Education: Test scores, class size, spending, the number of higher education institutions 
  Access to Capital: Venture capital availability
  Tech & Innovation: Support for innovations, patents issued to residents, deployment of broadband services

Two years after the Education Alliance’s last report, Nevada still 
ranks very poorly as a place to do business, despite Nevada’s long-time 
policy of maintaining very low taxes, particularly business taxes, as 
the primary way to encourage economic development. Nevada is ranked 
highly as a business-friendly state, but it lags other states in economic 
diversification, access to capital, level of support for technology 
infrastructure and innovation, education performance, and school 
funding.
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Texas, Utah, Virginia, North Carolina, North Dakota ranked as the top five in the 
CNBC’s 2012 Best States for Business. Nevada ranked 45th. It is in the worst third 
for Access to Capital and Technology and Innovation. Nevada ranks last in terms of 
Education. It should be noted that Nevada’s ranking of 13th in Workforce reflects the 
jobs the State currently has but not the jobs Nevada still needs to create in order to 
support the workforce of the future.

In its 2011 ranking of the Best 
States for Business, Forbes 
magazine factored in 33 different 
points of data to rank the states in 
six broad categories: Costs; Labor 
supply; Regulatory environment; 
Current economic climate; 
Growth prospects; Quality of life.

Business costs, including taxes, 
were weighted the most heavily. 
Utah, Virginia, North Carolina, 
North Dakota, and Colorado 
topped the 2011 Forbes list. 
Nevada ranked 36th on the 
Forbes list (slipping from 31st 
in 2009), ranked 50th in the 
economic climate category, and 
49th in quality of life (index of 
schools, health, crime, cost of 
living, and poverty rates). 

It is evident from these rankings that multiple factors affect a state’s economic health 
and its ranking as a “best state for business.” Although business costs, including 
business taxes, are an important consideration, the best states for business rank higher 
on workforce, education, access to capital, and technology. 

The most important of these factors is education. 
According to Forbes, “A common theme with our top-ranked states is an expanding, 
educated workforce.” Four out of five of CNBC’s top states for business ranked in the 
top half of states in education. A skilled, educated workforce is crucial to Nevada’s 
success in a 21st century economy.

It is projected that in 2018, 53% of all jobs in Nevada will require some post-secondary 
training beyond high school. This means that new jobs in Nevada requiring post-
secondary education and training will grow by 218,000, while jobs for high school 

1

2 3
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Best States for Business, 2012

A common theme 
with our top-

ranked states is 
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educated workforce.
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graduates will grow by just 123,000, and jobs for dropouts will grow by only 60,000.54 
Even with that growth, Nevada will rank 48th in the proportion of its 2018 jobs that 
will require a bachelor’s degree and 3rd in jobs for high school dropouts! 

The job mix is changing, so the educated workforce 
must change in response. Nevada cannot afford to be 
a “leader” in the lower-paying jobs for high school 
dropouts—the State must attract more of the higher 
paying jobs for a better educated, well-prepared 
workforce. It will take a revitalization of education at 
all levels, from pre-K through grade 12, for Nevada 
to create and secure a robust economy.

2012 RGJ Entrepreneur 
of the Year: MerchantsXL

MerchantsXL opened in Reno in early 2011. 
With the help of an educated and skilled team, 
the company helps businesses take an innovative 
approach to transaction-processing hardware 
and software. A little less than two years later, 
MerchantsXL has grown to having more 
than 200 clients, including the Chamber of 
Commerce, WIN, California Closets National, 
Artown, Junior League of Reno, Reno Bighorns, 
and the Reno Aces.56

MerchantsXL also gives back to the Nevada 
community by donating a portion of its profits 
to local charities. It has created a nonprofit and 
community benefit program with NP Catalyst 
specifically designed to give cost savings back to 
the community.

Change in Jobs by Education Level: 2008 and 2018.

States like Colorado and Florida have not only seen high 
returns on investment in education, but also perform better 
than Nevada in this time of economic uncertainty. The 
correlation between education and the economy could not be 
more obvious.

Until the onset of the Great Recession, Nevada was able to 
provide high school dropouts with livable-wage jobs, especially 
in the service and construction industries. The Georgetown 
study’s projections show there will be less demand for high 
school dropouts relative to those with post-secondary education 
in the future. With the economic decline in the hospitality 
and construction industries and the need for an additional 
218,000 individuals with post-secondary education by 2018, 
graduates with only a high school diploma and dropouts will 
find themselves largely left behind in the coming decade as the 
demand for workers with post-secondary degrees increases. 
Governor Sandoval told the Las Vegas Sun in December, 
2012 that he would seek additional money for K-12 schools,55 
demonstrating that he too understands that Nevada will need 
a more educated workforce in the future.
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Conclusion

Solutions exist, but they are tough and complex.
In order to attract stable, higher-paying companies, Nevada must:

	 Balance its tax burden on individuals and businesses with investment in 
education, the workforce, technology, and innovation;

	 Continue to increase educational expectations and accountability, research 
and development focus, and per pupil spending; and

	 Continue to reform educational policies, practices and structures.

Although Nevada has made progress since our last report, its education 
and economic proposition still does not compare favorably to other 
states.  Nevada’s economy remains in crisis.  The growth in tourism 
and construction of the last 20 years created a booming economy 
in Nevada that hid the underlying economic weakness of our state – 
lack of economic diversity, and too few stable, well-paying industries. 
This situation has resulted from of a poorly educated workforce not 

attractive to the very businesses needed to 
prosper in the bad times as well as the good. 
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Clearly, low taxes alone have not (and will not) resuscitate Nevada.  The organizations 
responsible for developing a targeted, actionable, measurable vision and plan for Nevada’s 
future economy need a comprehensive plan that balances taxes with investments in 
Nevada’s economic future.

Nevada needs an educated, highly-skilled workforce to attract businesses to Nevada. 
Thus, education initiatives must continue building on previous education reforms. 

Education Initiatives
•	 Increase support for Early Care and Education programs, and fully fund an expansion of full-day 

Kindergarten.

•	 Reinstate previous cuts to fund K-12 education and increase per-pupil spending by $2,000 to $3,000.  

•	 Fund the Common Core State Standards to ensure swift implementation and an emphasis on STEAM, 
problem-solving, and critical thinking skills which also support Career and College Readiness goals that will 
help students strive for greater achievement and be better equipped to enter the workforce.  

•	 Invest in programs to increase instructional time for struggling and at-risk students.

•	 Align education programs to workforce needs by funding a pre-K-12/higher education collaboration, 
providing additional scholarship opportunities and academic support services, and providing NSHE 
institutions with a budget that allows for the retention of faculty who foster research and development. 

•	 Restore higher education funding to its pre-2010 funding to develop a competitive, highly-skilled, innovative 
population that will attract larger numbers of diverse businesses and enhance Nevada’s current industries.

•	 Establish and invest in initiatives to at least double the Research and Development dollars attracted by 
Nevada’s universities. 

In conclusion, the Education Alliance applauds the 
Governor’s recognition of the pieces of a student’s 
education process.  But, the entire pathway must be 
invested and supported. As Superintendent Pedro 
Martinez indicated recently, “Gov. Sandoval has 
helped launch conversations at the state level, and 
we are eager to continue those conversations with 
our community and our state representatives. We know 
the pathway to college begins in kindergarten. As we 
educate Nevada’s future workforce, our primary goal 
is to prepare them well for college and the highly-
skilled careers that will benefit our state in the 
future, and that journey continues every day.”
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CCR Career and College Readiness. Initiative aimed at advancing high school diploma requirements so that 
students are more prepared to enter the workforce or into a college certificate or degree program.

CTE Career and Technical Education. Two-year colleges offering a range of career options and programs to foster 
career preparation for both high school students and high school graduates.

ECE Early Care and Education. Refers to educational and childhood development programs from preschool 
through 3rd grade. 

NAEP National Assessment of Educational Progress. Run by the National Center for Education Statistics under 
the U.S. Department of Education, NAEP is the only nationally representative assessment of student achievement 
using uniform test booklets across the country. 

Nevada’s Promise Title of Nevada’s Race to the Top application, authored by the Nevada Education 
Reform Blue Ribbon Task Force ordered by Governor Jim Gibbons in 2010. The application was not a finalist 
in the federal competition for education funds. Nonetheless, Nevada’s Promise is currently seen in the state as a 
“blueprint” for education reform.

NSHE Nevada System of Higher Education. Oversees all eight state-supported higher education institutions: 
University of Nevada, Reno; University of Nevada, Las Vegas; Nevada State College; College of Southern Nevada; 
Great Basin College; Truckee Meadows Community College; Western Nevada College; Desert Research Institute. 

Pathway Pathway to College and Highly-Skilled Career Readiness. Refers to the shared definition of success 
identifying important milestones in a student’s academic career. It is aligned with the academic, human capital, 
community, and operational initiatives described in the Washoe County School District’s strategic plan, Envision 
WCSD 2015. 

PPE Per-pupil Expenditures. Public cost of general education for each student. Public spending on education 
divided by the number of students by level.

Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium (SBAC) State-led syndicate developing 
assessments aligned to the Common Core State Standards in English and mathematics.

STEAM Science, technology, engineering, arts, and mathematics.

STEM Science, technology, engineering, and mathematics. 

Terms and Definitions
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