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OVERVIEW:

Strategy Plan Goals:

Beyond its big skies, natural beauty, and small-town feel, Deep East Texas 
is home to Stephen F. Austin University (SFA), a Tier 1 higher education 
institution. SFA is positioned as a strong talent and innovation hub for a region 
that is ready for an economic development plan that considers the changing 
regional dynamics and prioritizes regional collaboration, employment, talent 
retention, business attraction, industry innovation, and quality of life. 

The Deep East Texas (DET) region is experiencing the same challenges that 
many rural regions face today: a high poverty rate, low labor participation rates, 
lackluster job creation, insufficient industry diversification, brain drain (talent 
leaving the region for urban cities), and a lack of social inclusion. 

Deep East Texas looks to SFA, the regional public university, to be an active 
participant in addressing these trends and moving the economy toward 
resilience. In 2021, the Center for Applied Research and Rural Innovation 
(CARRI) was established to act as a bridge between the university and 
the community to address region-wide problems and further encourage 
collaboration. 

To fulfill its mission of supporting academic programs and boosting regional 
economic development, SFA partnered with the LBJ School of Public Affairs to 
build a plan that incorporates the strengths of the region and the potential of 
CARRI. 

This Economic Development and Anchor Engagement Strategy is a holistic 
and community-centered plan that prioritizes collaboration and cohesion 
between regional public and private stakeholders, the alignment of workforce 
development programs and strategies, student retention and opportunities, 
and entrepreneurship and innovation. 

Our strategy for SFA as an anchor in Deep East Texas is positioned along four 
key goals:

1. Position CARRI as a community hub to convene Deep East Texas stakeholders 

2. Leverage SFA as a source of talent for the DET workforce

3. Foster more meaningful student-community connections in Deep East Texas

4. Create a landscape to foster and retain entrepreneurship in DET
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INTRODUCTION:

The popular story of the booming state of Texas depicts a thriving 
economy and enticing destination for new residents. However, 
most of the growth and prosperity within the state is confined 
within the Texas Triangle (Dallas, Houston, Austin-San Antonio). 
Often overlooked are Texans living in rural communities. There 
are approximately three million people living in rural Texas—
the population size of rural Texas is larger than 17 U.S. states 
and equivalent to implanting the population of four Washington 
D.C.s in the state of Texas. To overlook these communities would 
exclude the millions of people living in those areas as they 
struggle to attain more equitable economic opportunities. 

One of these valuable rural regions is Deep East Texas. DET is 
a picturesque 12-county region located in rich forest country 
near the Texas-Louisiana border. With a population of 385,613, 
the region is composed of 9,790 sq miles, 40 cities, 36 school 
districts, 11 special districts, and one Native American tribal 
council. Beyond its access to nature and a small-town feel, 
DET provides a low cost of living to its residents compared to 
other cities in Texas, hosts stable legacy industries like Forestry 
and Wood Products, and boasts an established regional anchor 
institution. This unique combination of assets positions DET 
above many of its peers.

Despite its positive attributes, DET is experiencing the same 
challenges that many rural regions face today. From 2010 to 
2020, DET saw an average 15.2% poverty rate, less than half of 
the potential labor force was working or looking for work, job 
creation hovered around 2%, and talent from SFA largely left the 
region for urban cities. 
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Leveraging SFA as an Anchor Institution

Spatial immobility:1
2
3
4

5

Identity as non-profits:

Large employers:

Possess a social-purpose mission:

Cluster development catalyst:

Engaging SFA as an anchor institution may accelerate economic development and resilience in 
DET. Anchor institutions are entities that have a large stake in a community and are unlikely to 
move (e.g., hospitals, universities, government agencies). Anchors generate jobs, create business 
opportunities, and develop the social and cultural capital in their cities and regions. As the 
name suggests, anchors can provide stability for local economies if they invest their human and 
intellectual resources to improve the long-term strength and sustainability of their communities.

Anchors demonstrate five key characteristics that enable them to play a critical role in the 
community’s economic prosperity and resilience:1  

SFA possesses all five key characteristics of a traditional anchor institution. Yet just 
because an entity is an anchor, it does not mean that it automatically generates value for its 
community. The anchor must employ an intentional strategy to expand its role beyond that 
of an educational institution and toward that of a regional collaborator and local economic 
developer. SFA has the opportunity to leverage its economic, human, and intellectual 
capital to advance the well-being of the region and generate an ecosystem of shared value.

 1 Holley, Karri & Harris, Michael. (2016). Universities as Anchor Institutions: Economic and Social Potential for Urban 
Development. 10.1007/978-3-319-26829-3_8. 

The institution holds significant investments in the community, which physically binds them to a 
specific location and makes it difficult to leave. 

Anchors typically identify as non-profits, but there may be some large private corporations that 
can function as anchor institutions (e.g., banks, sports stadiums).

Anchors are large employers that train a considerable portion of the local workforce, have significant 
purchasing power, and spend sizable amounts on procurement of local goods and services. 

These institutions demonstrate inherent core values of democracy, equity, and inclusion that 
enable the organization to serve as a force of change that can significantly impact the quality of 
life of its community members.

Anchors often function as a catalyst for innovation and what Harvard Professor Michael Porter 
coined as ‘cluster development.’ A cluster is a geographic concentration of firms, suppliers, and 
field-related organizations developing and thriving because of the mutual benefits from being 
close to each other: access to skilled labor pools, shared public goods, and technologies sparking 
innovation and new businesses. An anchor can serve as a community hub for innovation and 
building export-driven economies. 
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Generating Shared Value: Center for Applied 
Research and Rural Innovation 

An institution’s success depends on the health of the social and 
economic ecosystems in which it exists. Anchor theory posits that 
if SFA expands its role as an anchor for DET, it can catalyze regional 
vitalization and improve the competitiveness of the region in which 
it is located. Competitive regions are those with economies that can 
attract and maintain firms and talent while also sustaining a high 
standard of living for residents. This symbiotic relationship occurs 
when both the university and the region benefit from the value they 
create and share with each other. 

Moreover, there is limited research and exploration on the role 
rural anchors, such as SFA, can play in the resilience and economic 
development of rural regions. This is an opportunity for SFA to 
contribute to the limited body of knowledge on rural anchors through 
its new Center for Applied Research and Rural Innovation. SFA 
plans to leverage CARRI as a bridge between the university and the 
community to address region-wide problems and further encourage 
regional collaboration. In spring 2022, CARRI awarded funding for a 
wide range of research projects impacting DET, including workforce 
training, a fermentation laboratory, and tiny homes. While CARRI is in 
the process of hiring an executive director, it has a steering committee 
composed of compassionate regional stakeholders with a diverse set of 
professional backgrounds. In our stakeholder engagement, it became 
clear that the residents and large stakeholders of Deep East Texas look 
to SFA as a key actor in guiding the region toward both economic 
resiliency and growth. The establishment of CARRI provides an 
opportunity for SFA to expand its role as an anchor institution to meet 
these expectations. 
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The Engagement

Economic development operates at the intersection of the public sector, private sector, 
and social development from which economic and social well-being are improved.

Our research over the past year was divided into four phases: defining project and 
scope, research, stakeholder engagement, and strategy development. 

Defining the scope pulled from existing economic development literature, interviews 
with industry experts whose focus is on rural stabilization and resilience, and 
conversations with the main point of contact, Stephen Cooper. During this phase, we 
learned that CARRI’s role was to support both the academic programs at SFA and the 
region’s economic development. Any strategy developed would need insight into how 
the community, the economy, and the anchor were performing. Thus, we crafted two 
research questions to guide our work:

The research phase consisted of three quantitative analyses: a community assessment 
of Deep East Texas, which gave perspective on how the Deep East Texas region is 
performing against its peer regions in regards to workforce potential, economic vitality, 
and equity; an industry cluster assessment, which measured the region’s industry 
clusters’ competitive advantage, equity, and resiliency against its peer regions’; and an 
anchor assessment of SFA, which captured the university’s competitiveness against 
peer institutions. 

This quantitative analysis framed our stakeholder engagement. We sought the input 
and lived experiences of community members in Deep East Texas to gain a resident-
centered understanding of the region. To do so, we conducted five individual and two 
roundtable interviews, hosted a workshop with our steering committee, and circulated 
a survey among CARRI board members.

What is the role of Stephen F. Austin University in 
the economic resiliency of Deep East Texas?

What capacity does Stephen F. Austin University 
have to expand its role as a regional anchor 
institution? 
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RESEARCH AND ENGAGEMENT INSIGHTS

Deep East Texas is underperforming in comparison to 
the state of Texas as a whole.

A mix of innovation in foundational, legacy, and 
emerging industries can set up Deep East Texas for 
resilience and growth.

The DET economy has contracted while Texas has 
grown overall.

Our engagement quantitative analysis and stakeholder engagement 
led us to six key assessments for the region to consider:

Deep East Texas’s population growth rate was 1.7% from 2010 to 2020—far behind 
Texas’s 16.3%. Less than half of DET’s potential labor force is currently working or 
looking for work.  Additionally, the share of residents within DET who hold a college 
degree is 15% lower than the state’s overall (23% versus 38%) and is on average four 
years older than the state median. Support for rural communities will be crucial to 
ensure that the many diverse communities within the state of Texas grow together. 

Investing in foundational industries, such as Healthcare, is seminal to the overall health 
and resilience of Deep East Texas. Layering this with investments in legacy clusters 
(Forestry, Wood Products, and Agriculture) and emerging clusters (Plastics, Local Health 
Services, and Education and Knowledge Creation) can spur growth for the region while 
maintaining core stability and identity.

From 2010 to 2020, the Texas workforce grew by 18%, while the DET region contracted 
by 2%. While Healthcare Services accounted for 73% of these losses, legacy clusters 
such as Wood, Forestry, and Lighting outperformed their peers and remained stable in 
the same time period.
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SFA is an important anchor in DET with an opportunity 
to do more.

Regional collaboration can align learning outcomes 
with employment opportunities.

Internship and employment recruitment should reflect 
the region’s diversity, as 33% of the DET population are 
people of color.

In comparison to similarly situated peer institutions, SFA boasts superior affordability 
and higher graduation rates. Low-income students (income below $30,000) on average 
pay over $3,000 less than students at other peer institutions. The four-year and six-year 
bachelor’s graduation rates at SFA are 30% and 48%, respectively, as opposed to 23% 
and 40% at peer institutions. Further, with one in four students coming from within 
Deep East Texas, SFA is a crucial part of the local education pipeline. Its students from 
elsewhere bring economic strength through consumer demand and labor potential.  
Investment in STEM and Healthcare, entrepreneurship, community engagement, and 
partnerships with other educators and employer stakeholders can leverage these assets 
and position SFA as an outstanding regional anchor.

Partnerships between existing Deep East Texas stakeholders can provide skills, training, 
and opportunities for both students and residents. From well-established companies, 
like Lockheed Martin, who are key to future-looking and emerging sectors to the Small 
Business Development Center at Angelina College, actors within Deep East Texas 
can align their workforce goals to bolster economic vitality. Cooperation will serve to 
support existing residents and potentially retain more students by offering them viable 
career tracks.

Only 4.4% of Deep East Texans who hold a college degree are residents of color. This 
gap does not reflect state or regional diversity and may result in having fewer people 
of color in higher-wage, knowledge-based careers or retaining fewer students of color 
after graduation. With people of color representing 95% of Texas’s population growth 
since 2010, regions that fail to provide equitable education access cannot leverage the 
state’s fastest-growing pool of talent.
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SFA and CARRI’s Anchor and 
Economic Development Strategy

The Economic Development Strategy for CARRI builds on the analyses from these 
quantitative and qualitative research phases and aims to provide a starting point 
for the new institution. It includes four overarching goals that have supporting 
priorities, action items, and key performance indicators to guide CARRI through 
implementation and provide a foundation for future iterations.

This plan provides a roadmap for SFA’s economic development initiatives, 
with sufficient flexibility to respond to changing conditions, challenges, and 
opportunities. Although critical stakeholders from a wide range of roles in 
the region will be involved in the implementation of the plan, the strategy 
recommendations included in this report were curated with CARRI in mind, given 
its role as a connector between SFA and the community. SFA and CARRI will need 
to be the central organizers for the region through the initiation of the goals and 
priorities laid out in the strategy report. There is currently a disconnect, as the 
region sees SFA as an anchor community hub, while SFA sees itself as one of many 
key players. For this strategy to succeed, all key stakeholders must find consensus 
on the region’s vision, values, and objectives to make the region more resilient as a 
place where all Deep East Texans can pursue a better quality of life.  

The intent of this strategy is to provide CARRI with four broad goals to fulfill its 
vision for the region while also providing specific priorities and action items the 
center can work on immediately. Many of these actions will appear minor without 
the overall context of the plan, but together they will chart the course for a more 
prosperous future for Deep East Texas.

The plan below lays out the guiding principles upon which this analysis is 
based and is followed by the offering of four broad goals, with specific evidence 
explaining each goal’s importance, key priorities, and actions for implementation. 
Our team has additionally identified outputs and outcomes, which act as 
qualitative and quantitative performance indicators to measure the success of 
each priority. The plan incorporates industry best practices on top of a regional 
quantitative Community, Industry, and Anchor Assessment (Appendix A) and a 
qualitative Stakeholder Engagement (Appendix B). 

USING THE STRATEGIC PLAN
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Guiding Principles

As we approached this project, it was important to set guiding principles to 
direct the strategy.

Anchor engagement approach1
2

3
4
5

6

7

Legacy clusters as an integral part of the economy and the 
Deep East Texas identity

Export cluster-driven guide

Collaboration to promote innovation and entrepreneurship

Equity

Accessibility

Effective storytelling 

The institution holds significant investments in the community, which physically binds them to a 
specific location and makes it difficult to leave. 

Anchors typically identify as non-profits, but there may be some large private corporations that can 
function as anchor institutions (e.g., banks, sports stadiums).

Anchors are large employers that train a considerable portion of the local workforce, have significant 
purchasing power, and spend sizable amounts on procurement of local goods and services. 

These institutions demonstrate inherent core values of democracy, equity, and inclusion that enable 
the organization to serve as a force of change that can significantly impact the quality of life of its 
community members.

Anchors often function as a catalyst for innovation and what Harvard Professor Michael Porter 
coined as ‘cluster development.’ A cluster is a geographic concentration of firms, suppliers, and field-
related organizations developing and thriving because of the mutual benefits from being close to each 
other: access to skilled labor pools, shared public goods, and technologies sparking innovation and 
new businesses. An anchor can serve as a community hub for innovation and building export-driven 
economies. 

By their nature, rural areas are spaced far apart. It is a little over an hour-and-a-half drive from 
Livingston to Center, making it difficult for many residents to access medical care, education, and job 
training. Collaboration and creative thinking can make all the region’s resources accessible to all its 
zip codes.

For Deep East Texas to reach its full potential, it must invest in resources to tell its story. Economic 
development strategies depend on a community’s ability to communicate its vision, strengths, assets, 
and opportunities. An effective story should be written to captivate and mobilize the support of a 
diverse set of stakeholders and audiences: talent, investors, policy makers, partners, and community 
members. Showcasing this passion through storytelling can demonstrate the value of the region and 
attract potential students and residents. It would also show potential employers that DET would 
provide their employees with not only a high quality of life in a vibrant economy but also with 
cleaner air.
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Goal 1 — Position CARRI as a 
community hub to convene Deep 
East Texas stakeholders

As CARRI seeks to connect SFA’s people and 
resources to the DET community, it should be 
positioned as a community hub that convenes 
regional stakeholders. Stakeholders that are 
historically disconnected from SFA or excluded from 
regional development conversations altogether will 
be especially important to include. The work that our 
team has done engaging with and gaining insights 
from community partners has provided a strong 
start to establishing CARRI’s interest in becoming 
a regional hub. CARRI now has an opportunity to 
advance that process through continuing outreach.

While traditional economic development 
actors—governments, economic development 
corporations, employers/employer associations, 
education providers—already have some venues 
for collaboration, such as the Texas Forest Country 
Partnership, positioning CARRI as a new community 
hub for Deep East Texas stakeholders can boost 
cooperative efforts. 
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Stakeholders understand collaboration as crucial for regional 
economic growth but see relationships between SFA and 
the broader DET region as an area of relative weakness; 70% 
of respondents only “Somewhat agree” that SFA has good 
relationships with DET counties (Appendix B). 

Stakeholders view connections between SFA and entities 
representing smaller counties, like county governments and 
chambers of commerce, as particularly lacking (Appendix B). 

Stakeholder interviews indicate that while SFA is a regional 
anchor for the DET community, it is separated both 
culturally and geographically from those who live outside 
the central DET corridor of Nacogdoches, Angelina, and 
Polk counties.

The evidence:

Seems to be university world and then everybody else 
in the community area and they don’t really transect. If 
the town burnt down, SFA probably wouldn’t change a 
whole lot… SFA sits on an island.

Counties “are not working together, there is a lack of 
trust, interest, and communication, no sense of unity, 
and the smaller counties feel like they are going to get 
dwarfed by other areas.”
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Priority 1.1 — Establish a regional 
network strategy to build trust among 
stakeholders

Without deliberate, explicit planning, future efforts tend to mimic past efforts and 
produce similar results. CARRI should prioritize the creation of a regional network 
strategy to formalize its work toward inclusive regional outreach. The strategy 
should establish a timeline for identifying and connecting with stakeholders, holding 
convenings, creating plans and goals cooperatively, and reviewing progress. Since 
building trust is a key goal, CARRI should consider how to blend both formal 
meetings and more casual fellowships to foster positive relationships.

Outputs (key action to be completed by CARRI):

1

2

Outcomes (the desired effect from completing the priority):

Develop an inclusive regional planning team with traditional and 
nontraditional actors (community members historically left out of the 
development planning process) whose buy-in of any economic development 
plan for DET is vital.

Connect with groups of nontraditional community members from each 
county  

Create a “Regional Partnerships” position to help CARRI’s executive director 
lead communication, collaboration, events, and partnerships with regional 
stakeholders.  

Number of stakeholders included in the team from each of the 12 
counties 

Key Performance Indicators

Actions:
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Priority 1.2 — Lead projects that unify 
stakeholders to establish mutual 
responsibility for the revitalization of DET

CARRI can solicit and fund and/or internally produce projects that reinforce the 
importance of common purpose and mutual responsibility while creating resources to 
facilitate collaboration more practically. Such resources can operate by disseminating 
critical knowledge about the region, keeping stakeholders up to date on each other’s work, 
and shaping a definitive narrative about how partners are working together to advance DET. 
As with the regional network strategy, inclusion is paramount. Progress toward regional 
goals must be built on addressing concerns and celebrating accomplishments in particular 
places, not blurring them together.

Outputs (key action to be completed by CARRI):

1
2

3

Outcomes (the desired effect from completing the priority):

Initiate a DET resource map to gain insights into the existing partnerships, 
community programs/projects, resources, and expertise.

Create and send out resource mapping surveys to stakeholders in all 12 
counties

Launch a “county listening tour” with community members traditionally left 
out of the development planning process. Share findings from the LBJ policy 
research project to start conversations and craft a common narrative.

Host an annual “State of the Region” event to discuss critical issues facing 
Deep East Texas, such as workforce gaps, supporting small businesses, 
broadband initiatives, fundraising, education opportunities, or region-wide 
projects that can or will be initiated. 

Number of stakeholders that participated in resource mapping process

Key Performance Indicators

Actions:
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Goal 2 — Leverage SFA as a source of 
talent and skills for the DET workforce

Providing students with the knowledge and skills to 
succeed and lead in the workforce is a core component 
of SFA’s mission as a public university. As the only public 
university in Deep East Texas, SFA already plays a critical 
role in supplying educated workers to regional employers. 
We believe that SFA can build on this essential anchor role 
through traditional programming and new ventures. Our 
assessment found SFA to be a strong education provider 
with great potential to develop into an exceptional anchor 
for the regional workforce.

SFA also achieves better graduation rates than its peers 
(48% versus 40%) and has the distinction of delivering the 
same six-year graduation rate for Pell Grant recipients (i.e., 
lower-income students) as for all undergraduates, whereas

SFA charges its students a lower average net price than 
peer institutions and better tailors its affordability to 
lower-income students, which is of particular importance 
given DET’s low median income (Appendix A). On average, 
low-income students at SFA pay 44% of the cost charged 
to the highest-income students, compared to 66% at peer 
institutions. 

The evidence:
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A demand gap assessment suggested that SFA’s degrees 
conferred does not align well with fast-growing, high-
wage, bachelor’s-level jobs in DET cluster industries 
(Appendix A). 

SFA’s small footprint in local K-12 education and lack of 
Continuing Education programs leave substantial room for 
growth in those areas, for which stakeholders expressed an 
immediate need (Appendix B).  

Stakeholder commentary reinforces the implication of 
the region’s low bachelor’s attainment rate: Deep East 
Texas urgently requires a larger, better-skilled workforce 
(Appendix A). We believe SFA can coordinate with regional 
partners to meet that demand.

I think there is definitely a skills gap…when you look at 
our labor participation rate, it’s not great in Deep East 
Texas. And then I think our economy is doing really 
well, and our businesses are doing really well, and they 
just have more jobs than we have people to fill them 
at the moment unfortunately…just headcount. We 
just have more jobs than we have people and then we 
have people that don’t have the skills to participate in 
the workforce. 

the average Pell recipient graduation rate at peer 
institutions drops four points to 36% (Appendix A). 
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Priority 2.1 — Coordinate with Workforce 
Solutions DET to better align SFA 
instructional programs with DET 
workforce needs

SFA cannot and should not act alone to determine and meet the needs of regional 
employers. Workforce Solutions Deep East Texas, the regional workforce 
development board, provides both data resources and employer connections to 
help identify the areas of greatest need. In collaboration with Workforce Solutions, 
CARRI should consider the workforce alignment of both degree programs and the 
skills taught within those programs. CARRI should work with partners within 
SFA to consider how to apply labor market information to SFA’s operations (e.g., 
student counseling, current program adaptation, new program creation, short-term 
credentials, etc.) and then turn to external partners as appropriate.

Outputs (key action to be completed by CARRI):

1
2

Outcomes (the desired effect from completing the priority):

Assess current and projected skills needs of DET industries through 
quantitative data and employer/industry engagement.

Creation of program-occupation map for all SFA credentials

Partner with Student Services to create workforce-oriented counseling 
that empowers students and advisers with real-time workforce data.

Percent of credentials conferred that map to DET top occupations

Key Performance Indicators

Actions:
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Priority 2.2 — Foster upstream coordination 
with ISDs and Angelina College

Strengthening the regional talent pipeline cannot focus exclusively on traditional 
undergraduates and reskilling DET’s substantial population of adults without degrees. We 
recommend that CARRI coordinate with regional independent school districts (ISDs) and 
Angelina College to not only streamline students’ paths between institutions but also create 
new opportunities for students to learn in-demand skills while still in high school.

Outputs (key action to be completed by CARRI):

1
2
3
4
5

Outcomes (the desired effect from completing the priority):

Expand teaching of regionally in-demand skills in high school.

New/expanded dual credit MOUs with coherent CTE2  sequences

Foster dual credit coherent sequences with seamless transfer to SFA or 
Angelina.

Extend workforce-oriented counseling to high school onboarding (see 
2.1).

Create articulation agreements for transfer, reverse-transfer, and Prior 
Learning Assessment (PLA).

Create data-sharing Memoranda of Understanding (MOUs) to facilitate 
student handoffs and academic/workforce outcome assessments.

Percent of direct postsecondary enrollment of DET high school 
graduates and percent with postsecondary credit or credential

Key Performance Indicators

Actions:

 2 Career and Technical Education as defined by Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board
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Goal 3 — Foster more meaningful 
community-student connection

A common point of success across schools 
that have successfully retained students locally 
following graduation is their ability to connect 
students to the community long before they 
receive their diplomas. Plugging students into 
Deep East Texas in the early years of their college 
experience may increase the likelihood of post-
graduation retention. Retaining these students 
post-graduation, even if it’s only for a year, offers 
long-term benefits for the student body, economy, 
and community. Locally based employment and 
volunteer opportunities can serve to encourage 
students to be active, participating members of 
the community while ensuring the retention of 
SFA alumni talent following graduation. 
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SFA students offer a valuable resource to bolster 
the workforce, with impressive graduation rates of 
53% for six-year bachelor’s students and 38% for 
four-year bachelor’s students.

From a sample of 3,300 SFA alumni, 68% of 
graduates migrated to Houston, Dallas, or Austin 
following graduation while only 21% stayed in 
Nacogdoches, Tyler, or Lufkin.

The lack of diversity in leadership and internship 
positions in Deep East Texas is not reflective of 
the diverse student body at SFA. This disparity 
does a disservice to the growing diversity of the 
region and fails to retain students of color after 
graduation (Appendix B). 

There is a divide between the community of 
Nacogdoches and SFA. The university is publicly 
perceived to sit on an island, insulated from 
changes in the community (Appendix B).  

The evidence:
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Priority 3.1 — Connect local DET employers 
with students for jobs and internships

Work experiences in the area will be valuable in shaping students’ perception of 
Nacogdoches as a place they may want to live and work after earning their degree. 
College students in search of career guidance would benefit from early network 
connections facilitated by CARRI to assist them in their pursuit of relevant 
internship experiences. It will be crucial that the diversity of job placement 
matches the diversity of the students in terms of interest, socioeconomic status, and 
ethnicity. Hiring students can mutually benefit firms, limiting turnover by providing 
them with a workforce that is rooted in the area.

Outputs (key action to be completed by CARRI):

1

Outcomes (the desired effect from completing the priority):

Facilitate networking opportunities with a diverse set of employers.

Host two large networking events per semester

Percent of current students with an internship or job in DET

Key Performance Indicators

Action:
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Priority 3.2 — Create community 
investment early in students’ college 
careers

Students’ realization that they can make a difference in Deep East Texas public 
schools, healthcare institutions, and local economies can help to foster their sense 
of belonging beyond the edge of campus. Getting students out of the classroom and 
into the neighborhood also gives DET stakeholders a chance to shape the narrative 
formed around the region and show others, especially students who came from 
afar, what makes their community so special.

Outputs (key action to be completed by CARRI):

1

2

Outcomes (the desired effect from completing the priority):

Provide students with community-based employment and volunteer 
opportunities at the beginning of their college career to shape their 
perception of Deep East Texas.

Organize two to three community service projects for students in their 
freshman or sophomore years

Incorporate College of Education freshmen and sophomores in local 
K-12 classrooms.

Percent of freshmen and sophomores who have participated in DET 
service projects

Key Performance Indicators

Actions:
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Entrepreneurship is a valuable resource 
for Deep East Texas, as the creation 
of new firms will help to sustain a 
vibrant economy for the region. An 
entrepreneurial ecosystem launched at 
SFA can support new businesses as they 
overcome the challenge of early growing 
pains. The university’s contribution of 
student entrepreneurs and business 
development resources can help 
ventures new and old with innovation in 
existing industries and new avenues of 
employment for graduates.

Goal 4 — Create a landscape to 
foster and retain entrepreneurship 
in DET
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Four of the region’s seven legacy clusters experienced 
less than 15% job growth between 2010 and 2020. 

Deep East Texas has seen 2% negative growth in jobs, 
losing more than 2,000 over the 10 years.

The region’s Traded Sector Establishment Births to 
All Establishment Births ratio is 145.9, compared to 
a national median of 104.6. The businesses that are 
started are typically traded, paying higher wages and 
having greater innovation.

Entrepreneurially minded engineering students are 
known to get an MBA before pursuing a business, 
which is expensive in time and cost. 

Angelina College currently offers five specializations 
in its Workforce and Continuing Education (WCE) 
program, in partnership with its SBDC.

SFA and Angelina College do not have an 
existing collaborative relationship to promote 
entrepreneurship because of scarce resources and 
funding—even between the two largest counties in 
the region. 

The evidence:
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Priority 4.1 — CLaunch a student 
entrepreneurship ecosystem in SFA 

The students at SFA can offer valuable, fresh ideas for entrepreneurship in the region 
when given the opportunity. The innovation of the student body should be leveraged 
through the existing entrepreneurship minor at the university. Harnessing student 
ideas through creative contests and collaboration with local industries can result 
in tangible changes to benefit the community. The establishment of connections 
between students and local industry leaders can lay a solid foundational network for 
the future entrepreneurial pursuits of SFA students.  

Outputs (key action to be completed by CARRI):

1

2
3

Outcomes (the desired effect from completing the priority):

Develop an inclusive regional planning team with traditional and 
nontraditional actors (community members historically left out of the 
development planning process) whose buy-in of any economic development 
plan for DET is vital.

Host an entrepreneurship minor info event for incoming STEM students

Implement reverse pitch contests or other types of innovation competitions 
to solve pressing local problems in collaboration with local industries.

Connect SFA students interested in starting their own business with 
resources and technical training that will help them turn ideas into reality.

Change in the number of individuals pursuing/completing the SFA 
entrepreneurship minor 

Key Performance Indicators

Actions:
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Priority 4.2 — Support enterprise 
development in DET 

Creating a landscape conducive to entrepreneurship does not stop at the student 
level. Resources need to be open and accessible to the Deep East Texas community 
to provide support for both small businesses in the critical early stages of 
development as well as those that have been established so they can expand. 
Collaboration between CARRI and the SBDC at Angelina College will be key in 
achieving this priority.

Outputs (key action to be completed by CARRI):

1

2

Outcomes (the desired effect from completing the priority):

Establish a partnership with Angelina College’s Small Business 
Development Center to support early-stage development for small 
businesses and entrepreneurship. 

Collaborate with SBDC on at least two events within 6-12 months

Collaborate with SBDC to co-host business training courses in locations 
across DET.

Change in number of small businesses that are 1-2 years old

Key Performance Indicators

Actions:
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Ryan Cramer

Chris Fernandez

Faculty Advisor: Steven Pedigo

Ryan Cramer is a second-year MPAff candidate interested in economic development and innovation 
policy. He brings six years of local government experience, including three in charge of the economic 
development division. He was a part of multiple economic development organizations and on the 
Executive Board of the Texas City Management Association. Ryan received his Bachelor of Arts in public 
affairs and administration from the University of Oklahoma.

Chris Fernandez is a second-year MPAff candidate focusing on higher education, workforce 
development, and labor policy. He has 10 years of experience in higher education policy, including six as 
a researcher analyzing financial aid systems and college affordability issues and four as director of policy 
analysis for the Texas Association of Community Colleges, where he currently works. Chris earned a 
bachelor’s degree in sociology and public policy from Swarthmore College, where he also coordinated the 
campus visit program.

Steven Pedigo is a professor of practice at the Lyndon B. Johnson School of Public Affairs at The 
University of Texas at Austin and the director of the LBJ Urban Lab. As an expert in urban economic 
development, regional cooperation and placemaking, Pedigo has developed strategies for more than 50 
cities and regions in the United States and across the world. 
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https://urbanlab.lbj.utexas.edu/


Steering Committee

Dr. Steve Cooper, Chair of Steering Committee, SFA faculty
Dr. Todd Brown, SFA faculty
Dr. Summer Pannell, SFA faculty
Dr. Candace Hicks, SFA faculty
Dr. Stephanie Jones, SFA faculty
Dr. C.J. Aul, SFA faculty
Dr. Kim Childs, SFA faculty
Beverly Morehouse, SFA faculty
Jessica DeWitt, SFA faculty
Erma Brecht, SFA faculty
Trey Turner, SFA faculty
Larissa Philpot, Nacogdoches Economic Development Corporation
Nancy Windham, Texas Forest Country Partnership
Dr. Lorenzo Smith, SFA Provost
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About the Lyndon B. Johnson School of 
Public Affairs

Leadership starts at the Lyndon B. Johnson School of Public Affairs at The 
University of Texas at Austin, ranked top 10 in the nation among graduate public 
affairs schools. We make a difference, not only within the walls of academia, but 
also in the public and social dialogue of the world. Contributing viable solutions to 
society is the LBJ School’s legacy and its benchmark. Its effectiveness in channeling 
the purpose and passion of students into professional careers is evident in the 
success of more than 4,500 graduates who are the living legacy of President 
Johnson’s bold and fearless action. Learn more: lbj.utexas.edu.

lbj.utexas.edu
https://www.facebook.com/TheLBJSchool/
https://twitter.com/TheLBJSchool
https://www.instagram.com/thelbjschool/
https://www.youtube.com/user/TheLBJSchool
https://www.flickr.com/photos/thelbjschool_ut/
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