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About Think New MeXxico

Think New Mexico is a results-oriented think tank whose mission is to improve the quality of life
for all New Mexicans, especially those who lack a strong voice in the political process. We
fulfill this mission by educating the public, the media, and policymakers about some of the
most serious challenges facing New Mexico and by developing and advocating for enduring,
effective, evidence-based solutions to overcome those challenges.

Our approach is to perform and publish sound, nonpartisan, independentresearch. Unlike many
think tanks, Think New Mexico does not subscribe to any particular ideology. Instead, because
New Mexico is at or near the bottom of so many national rankings, our focus is on promoting
workable solutions that will lift New Mexico up.

Results

As a results-oriented think tank, Think New Mexico measures its success based on changes in
law we help to achieve. Our results include:

e Making full-day kindergarten accessible to e Establishing a user-friendly health care

every child in New Mexico transparency website where New Mexicans
_ _ can find the cost and quality of common
e Repealing the state’s regressive tax on food _
, ) ) medical procedures
and defeating attempts to reimpose it

. ) e Enacting the New Mexico Work and Save
e Creating a Strategic Water Reserve to pro-

) Act to expand access to voluntary state-
tect and restore the state's rivers

sponsored retirement savings accounts for
e Redirecting millions of dollars a year out of private sector workers
the state lottery's excessive operating costs
, y ) P & e Making the state's infrastructure spending
and into college scholarships ) o
transparent by revealing the legislative spon-
e Establishing New Mexico's first state-sup- sors of every capital project
ported Individual Development Accounts to ) ] ]

_ _ e Ending predatory lending by reducing the
alleviate the state's persistent poverty , _
maximum annual interest rate on small
e Reforming title insurance to lower closing loans from 175% to 36%

costs for homebuyers and homeowners who ) ) )
i ) e Repealing the tax on Social Security for
refinance their mortgages ] ] i
middle and lower income New Mexicans
e Streamlining & professionalizing the Public with incomes under $100,000 as individuals

Regulation Commission or $150,000 as married couples

® Creating a one-stop online portal to facili-
tate business fees and filings
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Think New Mexico's Board of Directors

Consistent with our nonpartisan approach, Think New Mexico's board is
composed of Democrats, Independents, and Republicans. They are statesmen
and stateswomen, who have no agenda other than to help New Mexico
succeed. They are also the brain trust of this think tank.

Clara Apodaca, a native of Las Cruces, was First Lady of New Mexico
from 1975 -1978. She served as New Mexico's Secretary of Cultural Affairs
under Governors Toney Anaya and Garrey Carruthers and as senior advisor
to the U.S. Department of the Treasury. Clara is the former President and
CEO of the National Hispanic Cultural Center Foundation.

Jacqueline Baca has been President of Bueno Foods since 1986. Jackie
was a founding board member of Accion and has served on the boards of
the Albuquerque Hispano Chamber of Commerce, the New Mexico Family
Business Alliance, and WESST. In 2019, she was appointed to the Federal
Reserve Bank of Kansas City's Denver Branch Board of Directors.

Paul Bardacke served as Attorney General of New Mexico from 1983 -
1986. He is a Fellow in the American College of Trial Lawyers, and he handles
complex commercial litigation and mediation with the firm of Bardacke
Allison in Santa Fe. Paul was a member of the National Park System Advisory
Board for seven years.

Notah Begay 111, Navajo/San Felipe/Isleta Pueblo, is the only full-blooded
Native American to have played on the PGA Tour, where he won four tour-
naments. He now works with Native communities to develop world-class
golf properties. Notah founded The Notah Begay Il Foundation (NB3F),
which works to reduce obesity and diabetes among Native American youth.

Garrey Carruthers served as Governor of New Mexico from 1987-1990
and as Chancellor of the system and President of New Mexico State Uni-
versity from 2013-2018. In between he served as Dean of the College of
Business at NMSU and as President and CEO of Cimarron Health Plan.
Garrey was instrumental in establishing the Arrowhead Center for economic
development in Las Cruces.
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LaDonna Harris is Founder and Chair of the Board of Americans for Indian
Opportunity. She is also a founder of the National Women's Political Caucus.
LaDonna was a leader in the effort to return the Taos Blue Lake to Taos
Pueblo. She is an enrolled member of the Comanche Nation.

Edward Lujan is the former CEO of Manuel Lujan Agencies, the largest
privately owned insurance agency in New Mexico. Ed is also a former Chair-
man of the Republican Party of New Mexico, the New Mexico Economic
Development Commission, and the National Hispanic Cultural Center of New
Mexico, where he is now Chair Emeritus.

Liddie Martinez is a native of Espafiola whose family has lived in northern
New Mexico since the 1600s. Liddie is the Market President-Los Alamos for
Enterprise Bank and Trust, and a past Board Chair of the Los Alamos
National Laboratory Foundation. She also farms the Rancho Faisan. Liddie
served on Governor Michelle Lujan Grisham's Economic Recovery Council.

Judith K. Nakamura was a member of the New Mexico judiciary from
1998-2020. She was appointed to the New Mexico Supreme Court in 2015,
and in 2017, she became only the fourth woman to serve as Chief Justice
in the Court’s 108-year history. Judy is an avid hot air balloon pilot and she
serves on the board of the Albuquerque International Balloon Fiesta.

Fred Nathan, Jr. founded Think New Mexico and is its Executive Director.
Fred served as Special Counsel to New Mexico Attorney General Tom Udall
from 1991-1998. In that capacity, he was the architect of several successful
legislative initiatives and was in charge of New Mexico's lawsuit against the
tobacco industry, which resulted in a $1.25 billion settlement for the state.

Roberta Cooper Ramo is the first woman elected President of the American
Bar Association and the American Law Institute.Roberta has served on the
State Board of Finance and was President of the University of New Mexico
Board of Regents. In 2011, she was inducted into the American Academy of
Arts and Sciences. Roberta is a shareholder in the Modrall Sperling law firm.

Roberta abstained from participation in this report due to a conflict of interest.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: A TEN-POINT PLAN FOR
RETHINKING PUBLIC EDUCATION IN NEW MEXICO

Think New Mexico recommends that the legislature and governor address New Mexico's last
in the nation ranking for education by enacting legislation to:

1 Optimize Time for Teaching and Learning pages 8-13

* Increase the minimum instructional time for elementary, middle, and high school students to
1,170 hours — the equivalent of an extra hour a day for elementary school students and a
half hour a day for middle and high school students

» Exclude home visits, parent teacher conferences, professional development, and early release
from the calculation of the minimum requirement for instructional hours

* Incentivize districts to adopt a balanced calendar to reduce summer learning loss

2 Improve Teacher Training pages 14-17

« Make year-long clinical training experiences (teacher residencies) available to every teacher
entering the profession and require residencies for teachers receiving alternative licensure

* Create a Level 4 license for master teachers who will train student teachers

* Provide teachers with at least 10 paid days for professional development and require that
those professional development programs be evidence-based

3 Revamp the Colleges of Education pages 18-20

* Make continued accreditation of the colleges of education contingent on a determination
that their curricula are consistent with current best practices for teacher preparation

« Maintain high-quality licensure exams for prospective teachers

4 Enhance Principal Pay & Training pages 21-24

* Create a specialized principal licensure track that includes a semester-long residency with an
experienced and effective principal

* Provide professional development and coaching for every principal

* Increase minimum principal salaries to at least 30% higher than Level 3 teachers, and limit the
salaries of central office staff to no higher than the average principal in that district

5 Upgrade School Board Quality pages 25-29

* Require school board members to resign from their seats as soon as they file paperwork to
run for another elected office

* Require all school board members to disclose their political contributions

* Require school board members who violate the law against nepotism to forfeit their seats

* Require that school board meetings be webcast and archived to improve transparency and
public access

* Increase the annual training requirements for school board members from five hours a year
to 24, improve the quality of those trainings, and pay school board members to attend them




6 Right-Size to Smaller Districts, Schools, & Classes pages 30-36

* Allow voters to choose to deconsolidate Albuquerque Public Schools, and any other districts
that exceed 35,000 students, into several smaller districts

* Incentivize school districts to build smaller schools, with 900 or fewer students for high
schools and 400 or fewer students for elementary and middle schools

« Incentivize school districts to restructure existing large schools into smaller learning com-
munities or schools within schools

° End the use of waivers allowing schools to exceed statutory class size limits

7 Maximize the Benefits of Charter Schools pages 37-41

« Make it easier to close charter schools that are failing to meet performance measures

« Streamline the process for replicating successful charter schools

« Streamline the process for opening charter schools in districts that currently lack them

« Allow charter schools to give enrollment preference to at-risk students and students with
special needs

8 Provide a Relevant and Rigorous Curriculum pages 42-45

 Reject the Public Education Department’s proposal to water down high school graduation
requirements

* Enhance the existing high school graduation requirements by including a half-credit of finan-
cial literacy, one credit of civics and government, two credits of foreign language, and two
credits of career and technical education

9 Depoliticize Student Assessments pages 46-48

* Replace the major year-end state assessment with shorter interim tests that promote student
learning rather than being used to punish or reward the adults in the school system

* Establish a merit-based process that must be followed before changing state assessments

10 Pay for These Reforms pages 49-51

* Use the approximately $84 million of new monies likely to be generated from the passage of
Constitutional Amendment 1 and earmarked for at-risk students to pay for the recurring
expenses of these recommendations

* Shift more dollars from school district central administrative spending to the school sites and
classrooms where the actual learning takes place by requiring the Public Education Department
to reject school district and charter school budgets that grow central office administration
spending faster than classroom spending
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Dear New Mexican:

Think New Mexico's policy report this year is different from our previous
policy reports. In the past we have generally proposed a single core recom-
mendation, like making full-day kindergarten accessible to every child in
the state or repealing the regressive food tax.

This report, several years in the making, presents a sweeping ten point plan
with 30 separate legislative recommendations to improve the performance
of New Mexico's struggling public education system, which has recently
been ranked last in the nation in five separate evaluations by Education
Week, Forbes, Kids Count, WalletHub, and U.S. News and World Report.

The reason for this different approach is that all of these solutions are inter-
linked. For example, New Mexico needs better prepared principals in order
to recruit and retain good teachers, and highly effective teachers are essen-
tial in order for students to benefit from an extended school calendar.

While there are many good ideas for improving our schools, we focused on
those ideas that the evidence demonstrates can significantly move the needle
for student achievement, based on experience in New Mexico and elsewhere.

We placed a special emphasis on reforms that are urgently needed to help
at-risk students, as the 2018 Yazzie-Martinez court ruling found that the
state has failed to provide an adequate education for them as required by
the New Mexico constitution. At-risk children comprise nearly three out of
four students in New Mexico's public schools, and they have suffered dis-
proportionately from the learning disruptions caused by the pandemic.

If you would like to be part of this effort to revitalize public schools in New
Mexico, please visit our website at www.thinknewmexico.org where you
can sign up for email updates on our progress and contact your legislators
and the governor to express your opinion.

You are also invited to join the more than 1,200 supporters who invest in
Think New Mexico's work by making a contribution online or in the yellow
reply envelope you will find enclosed in this report.

Feed Nattu, Q.

Founder and Executive Director

Think New Mexico
STAFF

Abenicio Baldonado
Education Reform
Director

!

|
|
Jil
a b
Kristina G. Fisher
Associate Director

aa.“i:}‘

Susan Martin
Business Manager

Fred Nathan, Jr.
Executive Director
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INTRODUCTION

The first policy report published by Think New
Mexico, in the fall of 1999, opened with the
familiar refrain, “Thank God for Mississippi!”
Mississippi was the state that kept New Mexico
off the very bottom of the national rankings in
poverty, child welfare, and education.

But over the past decade, something interesting
happened. Mississippi leapfrogged ahead of many
other states on national reading and math tests,
rising from 49th in the nation for fourth grade
reading in 2013 to 29th in 2019. In fourth grade
math, Mississippi students rose from 50th to 23rd.

State Superintendent of Education Carey Wright,
who oversaw these gains, attributed them to a
variety of reforms: the state brought a laser focus
to early literacy, hired coaches to train all of its
teachers in the science of reading, and raised the
bar with more rigorous and relevant student as-
sessments, among other innovations.

Wright explained, “There was a culture of low ex-
pectations here. We'd been 50th for so long that
| think people had just given up on education
getting any better."”

That sentiment sounds awfully familiar here in
New Mexico. For many years, our state has been
stuck at the bottom of national rankings alongside
Mississippi. This year's statewide assessments found
that only 34% of third through eighth graders are
proficient in reading, while just 25% are proficient
in math. Some have argued that with so many
children coming from generations of poverty, our
students will always lag behind the rest of the
nation. We reject that way of thinking about New
Mexico's students.
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Average scores for fourth grade reading on the National Assess-
ment of Educational Progress. Source: National Center for Edu-
cation Statistics.

So with this report we say “thank God for Missis-
sippi” for a new reason: because that state has
demonstrated that a relatively poor state with many
challenges can dramatically improve student out-
comes. If Mississippi can do it, so can New Mexico.

Indeed, we have already begun to take the first
steps. In recent years, New Mexico has made major
investments in raising our teacher pay to the high-
est of any of our surrounding states, and expand-
ing access to early childhood education, among
other things.

The specific recommendations laid out in this
report provide a roadmap to build on those initial
steps and lift New Mexico out of the spot it has
held for too long at the bottom of the nation,
ensuring that all New Mexico students will have
the opportunity to succeed as well-educated mem-
bers of our community.




OPTIMIZE TIME FOR
TEACHING AND LEARNING

The Connection Between Time on Task and
Student Outcomes

Nearly four decades ago, in 1983, the National
Commission on Excellence in Education (NCEE)
produced a report titled, A Nation at Risk, which
described the public school system in America as
suffering from a “rising tide of mediocrity” and
documenting that students in the U.S. were falling
behind students from other industrialized nations
on many performance measures.

The NCEE recommended, among other things, in-
creasing time for teaching and learning, and spe-
cifically called for a seven-hour school day and a
200-220-day school year. The NCEE observed
that the school calendar in Europe was 190-210
days, and in Japan was as high as 240 days, while
noting, by contrast, that the standard school cal-
endar in the United States was only 180 days.

Since the release of A Nation at Risk, many addi-
tional studies have examined the relationship be-
tween “time on task” and student achievement,
and the vast majority have found adding time to
the school day and the school year has a positive
impact on academic proficiency.

For example, in 2009, Caroline Hoxby and Sonali
Murarka, economists at Stanford and the Wharton
School of the University of Pennsylvania, led an
effort to measure 21 education characteristics to
determine their impact on student achievement.
Fewer than half of the characteristics showed a
statistically significant positive correlation. Those
that did included longer school days, longer school
years, and the number of minutes studying English.

Specifically, Hoxby and her colleagues found that
the longer school year was the “most important”
characteristic of the 21 characteristics studied,
with an “extremely robust” association with higher
student achievement.

The effectiveness of extended learning time (ELT)
was demonstrated in 2012 when the Meriden,
Connecticut school district added 100 minutes per
day of personalized learning time at three low-
performing schools. Meriden's ELT schools now
receive the equivalent of 40 additional days of
instruction time. The three schools changed their
schedules to include an “enrichment block.”
(Twenty of the 88 elementary schools at Al-
buquerque Public Schools do something similar
and call it “Genius Hour.") By 2015, two of the
three participating schools saw gains in attendance
rates, core subject test scores, and teacher ratings,
all of which exceeded districtwide averages.

Another good example of the effectiveness of ELT
was seen in New Mexico's K-3 Plus pilot project,
sponsored in 2007 by Senate President Pro Tem
(then Representative) Mimi Stewart. K-3 Plus fun-
ded high-poverty elementary schools to extend
their school year by 25 days for kindergarten
through third grade.

An independent evaluation by researchers at Utah
State University found that New Mexico students
who participated in K-3 Plus during the summer
before starting kindergarten scored 8% higher on
math assessments and 11% higher on reading
assessments compared to similar students who did
not participate.

The gains continued four years later, and were
particularly powerful for students who had the
same teacher for the extra days that they had dur-
ing the school year. Those students gained 25%
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on their math scores and 20% on reading. With
the growing evidence of the gains of extended
calendars, the legislature has now expanded K-3
Plus to K-5 Plus for students from kindergarten
through fifth grade.

One of the most powerful findings from schools
where learning time has been extended is that ad-
ditional time for teaching and learning can “effec-
tively close achievement gaps between poor and
minority students and their more affluent peers,”
as Elena Silva, senior policy analyst at the nonpar-
tisan think tank Education Sector put it. A systemic
review of the research on extending learning time
concluded that the biggest beneficiaries of ex-
tended learning time—such as summer school,
added hours for tutoring, and extended school day
programs—were at-risk students, who comprise
74.8% of public school students in New Mexico.

Learning Time in New Mexico is Inadequate

Unfortunately, New Mexico has been going in the
wrong direction in terms of providing more time
for teaching and learning. Although the legislature
and governor have appropriated enough funding
to provide extended learning time for every school
in the state, school districts had the option of
whether or not to implement the additional school
days, and many have chosen not to.

In July 2022, the Legislative Finance Committee and
the Legislative Education Study Committee report-
ed that “participation in K-5 Plus [25 additional
days] and ELT [10 additional days] programs has
decreased and schools have foregone $400 million
of available state funding for these interventions.”

The current state budget includes $279 million in
recurring appropriations for K-5 Plus and ELT,
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Source: Legislative Finance Committee and Legislative Education
Study Committtee. “Hearing Brief: Extended Learning Time Pro-
posals.” July 27, 2022.

including additional salary incentives and trans-
portation funds for participating schools. That is
nearly 8% of the entire K-12 budget. The legisla-
ture is generously funding these highly effective
programs, but too many school districts are choos-
ing not to take advantage of the funding. The LFC
estimates that only about 1.4% of all elementary
students will participate in K-5 Plus in the 2022 -
2023 school year.

In addition to the failure of many school districts
in New Mexico to implement K-5 Plus and ELT,
students in New Mexico do not even receive the
bare minimum of statutory instructional hours that
caused the NCEE to write A Nation at Risk four
decades ago.

Like many states, New Mexico measures the
school year in hours per year rather than days per
year. New Mexico statute sets minimum hourly
requirements of five and a half hours per day or a
total of 990 hours per school year for full-day-



kindergarten through sixth grade, and six hours
per day or a total of 1,080 hours per school year
for seventh through twelfth grade. In both cases,
that equates to 180 school days per year.

However, not all of those hours are actually used
for teaching. In fact, a 2016 analysis by the Leg-
islative Finance Committee estimated that students
lose approximately 32% of instructional time each
year to non-instructional activities. That's because
time spent on parent teacher conferences, home
visits, and professional development counts tow-
ards the minimum instructional hours required by
statute, even though these activities do not consti-
tute instructional time from the point of view of
students.

New Mexico law carves out from the minimum in-
structional time up to 22 hours for home visits and
parent teacher conferences in grades first through
sixth and up to 12 hours for grades seventh
through twelfth.

In addition, school districts that together serve
nearly half of New Mexico students have regular
“early release” days— for example, some schools
release students at noon every Friday. New Mexico
regulations prohibit school districts from counting
hours after students have been released as instruc-
tional time; so, for example, a district may add 15
minutes to Monday —Thursday to make up for sub-
tracting an hour on Friday. However, an LFC an-
alysis notes that, since early release days are not
required to be tracked or reported, it is difficult to
determine whether districts are correctly account-
ing for those lost hours.

Teacher planning time, professional development,
home visits, and parent teacher conferences are,
of course, very valuable and necessary activities
that can lead to better student outcomes, but

hours spent on these tasks should not count as
instructional time because these hours are not spent
teaching and learning. These activities should be in
addition to the minimum instructional hours re-
quired by state law and teachers should be fairly
compensated for them.

The legislature and governor should explicitly
exclude home visits, parent teacher conferences,
professional development, and early release from
the calculation of the minimum requirement for
instructional hours.

In addition, the legislature and governor should
increase the minimum instructional time for all
students to 1,170 hours —the equivalent of an
extra hour a day for elementary school students
and a half hour a day for middle and high school
students.

School districts would have the flexibility to design
how to deliver these additional hours. Some schools
may choose to add additional days, modeled on
the existing K-5 Plus and ELT programs, while oth-
ers may keep the number of days the same and
simply lengthen them.

One way the extra hours might be used in the ele-
mentary grades, for example, is to provide focused
instruction on early literacy. There has been much
debate over whether third graders who are not yet
reading should be held back; a better option than
either retaining those students or passing them on
without the skills they need would be to spend the
time building those essential literacy skills in the
early grades so that students never fall behind in
the first place.

These recommendations are consistent with pro-
posals from the Legislative Finance Committee,
whose Chair, Representative Patty Lundstrom, high-
lighted in July 2022 the urgency of extending
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learning time to address the learning loss caused
by the pandemic.

Because the legislature is already budgeting enough
money for the associated costs of additional learn-
ing time for all schools, these reforms would not
require additional funding. All they require is leg-
islation to make the extra time mandatory, rather
than voluntary, since the voluntary approach has
failed to reach the vast majority of New Mexico's
students.

Addressing Summer Learning Loss by
Adopting a Balanced School Calendar

In addition to the need to add more time to the
school day and the school year, New Mexico stu-
dents would benefit academically from a balanced
school calendar.

The current school calendar dates as far back as
territorial days and is one of the remaining artifacts
of a very different economy and society than New
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With a balanced calendar, students get two or three weeks off for
every nine weeks of classes and six weeks for summer break.
Source: National Association of Year-Round Education.

Mexico has now. Under this antiquated system,
most school district calendars generally allow for
10-12 weeks of summer vacation. Abundant re-
search has shown that this lengthy break leads to
“summer learning loss,” which forces many teach-
ers to re-teach skills and content in the fall that
had been taught in the previous spring because
students forgot them during their long summer
vacation. In the process, valuable time to teach
new material is also lost.

What if the summer break were shortened and
there were more frequent and longer breaks
throughout the rest of the school year? Districts
and schools that have implemented this sort of
calendar have found benefits not only for students
but also for teachers and staff. Teachers in the cur-
rent system report that the stretch of time between
the start of school in mid-August and Thanks-
giving without a significant break is exhausting for
both them and their students.



To better understand how a balanced calendar can
work, hear from Ralph Ramos, who has worked
for Las Cruces Public Schools (LCPS) for nearly
three decades. Ramos began as a teacher, and then
rose to an assistant principal, middle school princi-
pal, and for the past two years, interim Super-
intendent and Superintendent of LCPS.

As Superintendent, Ramos has implemented a bal-
anced calendar that has expanded the district's
calendar by ten school days, shortened the sum-
mer break to six weeks to minimize learning loss,
and added longer breaks throughout the school
year to reduce teacher burnout.

In a recent interview, Ramos explained the deci-
sion to adopt a balanced calendar:

“Last year, just as I was starting as interim Super-

intendent, our calendar was presented. ...

This extended year and balanced calendar was one of
the options that had been presented. I thought this cal-
endar was a great idea. It’s better for students, and the

more frequent breaks help with staff burnout. ...

I know as a middle school principal, this was the kind
of calendar we had always wanted. Throughout the
southwest, in El Paso and places in Arizona, they’ve
been using this new balanced calendar... By rejecting
the Extended Learning Time Program last year, we
lost, gosh, probably $13 million we could have gotten

from the state.”

Similarly, the school board of Truth or Consequen-
ces Municipal School District (TCMSD) adopted
the balanced calendar for the 2021-2022 school
year under the leadership of its superintendent,
Dr. Channell Segura.

Superintendents Ralph Ramos and Dr. Channell Segura.

Dr. Segura told us that she was able to win sup-
port for a balanced calendar with her board and
the community by emphasizing the benefits of
substantially reducing summer learning loss and
minimizing teacher and student burnout with more
frequent breaks. Dr. Segura added that in its first
year of implementation, many of the teachers who
had initially opposed the balanced calendar found
the more frequent breaks “refreshing” and chan-
ged their minds about opposing it. (TCMSD did
not add hours or days to the calendar.)

Nationally, there is growing momentum toward
balanced calendars among districts and charter
schools. In 1985 there were 410 public schools
with a balanced calendar, according to the Con-
gressional Research Service. By 2000, public schools
with balanced calendars had grown to 3,059
schools serving almost 2.2 million students in 45
states. By 2012, the last year for which data has
been reported, more than 3,700 public schools
were on a balanced calendar, according to the
National Center for Education Statistics. That is
about 4.1% of all public schools. (Around 11% of
them are charter schools.)
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Jim Talison, Superintendent of Michigan's Beecher
Community School District in which 95% of stu-
dents are eligible for free and reduced lunch, shift-
ed to a balanced calendar in 2013. His assessment:
“It's been the best thing we've ever done for my
at-risk population, and we're seeing the results.”
Among the results, student and teacher attendance
rates improved and reading and writing scores on
state tests for grades 3 through 6 doubled.

In 2018, Michigan began offering financial incen-
tives to encourage school districts to shift to a bal-
anced calendar. Ten districts have taken them up
on it. Media coverage of the calendar change in
the Akron-Fairgrove District noted that families
appreciated that they were able to plan vacations
during less expensive times of the year, and it was
easier to find childcare for a six-week summer
break than a 12-week one. Virginia has recently
followed Michigan's lead, and that state's first
grants to school districts will be awarded during
the coming year.

To be most beneficial to families, a balanced cal-
endar should be adopted districtwide rather than
school by school. This would prevent situations in
which a family with multiple children has to juggle
different school schedules. A districtwide schedule
also makes it easier for community organizations
to fill the two-week breaks with camps, library
activities, and other resources for parents who
need childcare while their children are out of
school, just as these organizations currently do
during the long summer break.

New Mexico's legislature and governor should
adopt the model developed by Michigan and
Virginia and financially incentivize districts to
shift to a balanced calendar in order to reduce
summer learning loss.
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Optimizing time for teaching and learning is not
only a proven reform, it is also an essential part of
meeting the state's obligations under the Yazzie-
Martinez court ruling. In this lawsuit, the plaintiffs,
on behalf of New Mexico's at-risk students, argued
that the educational system in New Mexico had
failed to provide them with an “adequate educa-
tion," as guaranteed by the New Mexico state
constitution.

In 2018, Judge Sarah Singleton ruled that New
Mexico's education system had indeed violated
these students’ constitutional right to an adequate
education. The court ordered the state to develop
a court-approved plan to remedy the quality of ed-
ucation for at-risk students, and specifically called
for providing extended learning time for all stu-
dents enrolled in high-poverty schools. The recom-
mendations laid out in this section would respond
to that ruling and directly benefit the state's most
at-risk students.



IMPROVE TEACHER
TRAINING

Additional time for teaching and learning will only
improve student outcomes if it is used well, and
that requires highly effective teachers. Indeed, the
research is clear and extensive that the single
most important factor in a student’s success is the
effectiveness of that student’s teacher.

Students being taught by the top 20% of most
effective teachers gain two to three months more
learning in math and reading in a given year than
students being taught by less effective teachers.
Students who have a highly effective teacher are
more likely to graduate, to go on to higher educa-
tion, to be employed, and to earn higher salaries
as adults.

In fact, teacher quality has two to three times the
impact on a student of any other factor in a school,
which helps explain why the Yazzie-Martinez rul-
ing specifically identified well-trained educators as
essential to ensuring that all students have access
to a high-quality education.

The challenge, of course, is how to ensure that more
students have access to highly effective teachers.

A few years ago, James Surowiecki, author of The
Wisdom of Crowds, wrote an article examining
how the “performance revolution” has transformed
a diverse array of professions over the past half
century. He began by describing the evolution of
sports.

Fifty years ago, it was assumed that a person was
either a natural athlete or they weren't, and there
wasn't much that could be done to improve on
natural skill. Then, in the 1970s, a handful of pro-
fessional athletes began intensive training to mas-
ter the skills they needed to play their sports, like

footwork, positioning, and shooting in basketball,
and these athletes leapfrogged ahead of their peers.

Suddenly more and more athletes started hiring
personalized coaches to improve the skills they
needed, and as a result the overall quality of play
has risen dramatically. “The depth of excellence has
never been greater. In baseball, a ninety-mile-per-
hour fastball used to be noteworthy. Today, there
are throngs of major-league pitchers who throw
that hard.”

Similar revolutions happened in fields as diverse as
classical music— where Surowiecki writes that “vir-
tuosos are now a dime a dozen"—and manufac-
turing, where competition from high-quality Japan-
ese products pushed American factories to improve
their productivity and product reliability, leading to
advancements like cars that last twice as long and
have only a fraction of the defects of prior models.

Yet even as the performance revolution has trans-
formed so many aspects of our lives, Surowiecki
writes that we continue to make the same mistakes
with teachers that we once made with athletes,
musicians, and manufacturers. We assume that
someone is either talented at teaching or not, and
far too little time and emphasis is placed on train-
ing teachers in the essential skills of teaching:

‘If American teachers—unlike athletes or manufac-
turing workers — haven’t got much better over the
past three decades, it’s largely because their training
hasn’t, either. ... [T Jeacher training in most of the
United States has usually been an afterthought. Most
new teachers enter the classroom with a limited set of
pedagogical skills, since they get little experience
beforehand, and most education courses don’t say
much about how you run a class. Then teachers get
little ongoing, sustained training to help them

improve.”
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The National Conference of State Legislatures came
to a similar conclusion in its influential report on
education reform, No Time to Lose, writing that
one way in which state education reforms have
fallen short is “increasing teacher pay without de-
manding better preparation.”

During its most recent legislative session, New
Mexico raised teacher salaries to the highest levels
in the region. Now we need to take the next step
and raise the bar for teacher preparation.

Building the Skills of Beginning Teachers

When it comes to building the skills of future tea-
chers, the most effective technique is spending time
practice teaching alongside an experienced and
effective teacher. As one teacher put it: “Actually
teaching in the classroom is what provided me with
the best preparation— courses helped and provid-
ed some theoretical background, but it was the
practice of teaching that did it.”

The benefit to students from this hands-on teacher
preparation is substantial. While teachers generally
improve significantly in their first few years in the
classroom, the National Council on Teacher Quality
reports that “first-year teachers can be as effective
as typical third-year teachers by spending their
clinical practice in a classroom of a highly effective
teacher.”

Clinical experience does more than just raise tea-
ching quality; by better preparing teachers, it re-
duces teacher burnout and attrition. According to
research compiled by the Education Commission of
the States, teachers who enter the profession with
more training in the classroom are significantly less
likely to leave in their first few years.
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Many aspects of teaching can only be learned by practice. lllustra-
tion by David Sipress, courtesy Cartoonstock CX304632.

Yet despite all of these benefits, more than half of
the state's new teachers currently enter a class-
room without any student teaching experience at
all because they receive their teaching credentials
via alternative licensure programs.

While students in New Mexico's traditional teacher
preparation programs must complete at least 16
weeks of student teaching, alternative licensure
programs have no requirement for any clinical edu-
cation. A person who is seeking to become a teacher
via alternative licensure simply begins teaching, on
their own in the classroom, and simultaneously com-
pletes additional courses to earn their license.

A decade ago, New Mexico's eight traditional col-
leges of education produced 1,094 new teachers.
By 2020-2021, that number had fallen to just 439
graduates. Meanwhile, the percentage of teachers
entering the profession through the state's 13 al-
ternative licensure programs has risen from 16%
(206 teachers) in 2010-2011 to 55% (540 teachers)
in 2020-2021.

Not surprisingly, a 2012 survey of New Mexico
principals reported that they consistently found



alternatively licensed teachers to be less prepared
than graduates of traditional programs. Nationally,
alternatively licensed teachers leave the profession
at a rate 25% higher than that of other teachers.

Rather than placing new teachers into classrooms
with no training in the skills they need to suc-
ceed, the legislature and governor should enhance
the requirements for alternative licensure to re-
quire clinical experience.

The best way to do this would be to require a
teacher residency as part of the alternative licen-
sure pathway. Teacher residencies are paid, year-
long experiences in which a beginning teacher tea-
ches alongside an experienced teacher.

Approximately 80% of teachers who complete resi-
dency programs remain in the teaching professions
after five years, compared with just 50% of teach-
ers who did not complete residency programs. New
Mexico's Legislative Education Study Committee
has identified residencies as one of the best returns
on investment in the education system, given how
profoundly they can improve teacher skills and stu-
dent outcomes.

For the past three years, the state has dedicated
just $1 million to fund teacher residencies, funding
only around 40 residents per year. The good news
is that this year, the legislature and governor in-
creased their investment in teacher residencies to
$15 million, with a goal of funding 374 residents.
They also increased the pay for resident teachers
to $35,000 a year from $20,000, and added sti-
pends of $2,000 each for the experienced teachers
hosting residents and the principals at their schools,
to incentivize participation in the program.

The legislature and governor should continue to
grow this investment so that a high-quality resi-
dency is available to every teacher entering from

“But honey ... you''re the teacher.™

Inadequate training increases teacher burnout and attrition. Illus-
tration by Jonny Hawkins, Courtesy Cartoonstock C5490108.

the alternative licensure programs, as well as any
graduates from the traditional programs who would
like to complete one.

The additional investment required to expand res-
idencies to all teachers would be about $24.5 mil-
lion a year. (The final section of this report address-
es how to pay for this and other reforms.)

Beyond ensuring that every new teacher enters the
profession with hands-on experience, it is essential
to ensure that those experiences are high quality.
The National Council on Teacher Quality empha-
sizes the importance of matching student teachers
with experienced teachers who have demonstrat-
ed effectiveness—and they note that New Mexico
fails to meet this goal because the state does not
have a system for identifying highly effective tea-
chers to mentor student teachers.

To address this problem, the legislature and gov-
ernor should enact a law to use measures like
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teacher evaluations by principals and by their fel-
low teachers to identify teachers who are consis-
tently producing high student achievement.
These master teachers would be categorized as
Level 4 Teachers, a new level above the state's
three current teacher tiers (which are based on
years of experience and completion of various re-
quirements).

Level 4 teachers would receive a higher base com-
pensation, rather than a small stipend, in ex-
change for hosting student teachers and residents.

High-Quality Professional Development

The professional growth and development of a
teacher doesn't end the day they graduate from a
school of education or complete an alternative
certification program.

Yet too often professional development is ineffec-
tive, a waste of precious resources and teachers’
time. A national study found that about 60% of
teachers reported that their professional develop-
ment activities were not a good use of their time.
Here in New Mexico, a survey of teachers by the
teacher advocacy organization Teach Plus found
that about 62% were not satisfied with their pro-
fessional development.

Des Moines, New Mexico does it differently. This
97-student school district in northeastern New
Mexico has for years ranked in the top five best
performing districts in the state in math proficiency,
reading proficiency, and graduation rates.

Their superintendent, Kodi Sumpter, attributes some
of that success to a commitment to providing all
her teachers with high-quality professional devel-
opment:
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“We really focus on ensuring that our teachers have
access to high-quality training throughout the school
year, and have enough time to collaborate with one
another on how to implement what they learn. That
follow-through after the initial seminar or training is
critically important. It would be ideal to have at least
10 paid days of high-quality professional development

for every teacher in the state.”

The research backs up Des Moines' approach. A
2007 meta-analysis by the U.S. Department of
Education concluded that well-designed profes-
sional development that averages 49 hours (about
six days) over six to twelve months increased stu-
dent achievement by 21 percentage points.

A 2018 study by the Legislative Finance Commit-
tee noted that teachers in New Mexico schools
receive an average of seven days of professional
development a year (charter school teachers in the
state receive an average of 13.6 days). The Na-
tional Center for Teacher Quality reports that
teachers nationwide receive an average of 10 pro-
fessional development days a year. Twenty-one
states require that teachers receive a certain num-
ber of paid professional development days each
year, with five of them setting that level at 10 days
or more.

The legislature and governor should require that
teachers attend at least 10 days of paid profes-
sional development, and that those professional
development programs be evidence-based.

Together, better initial and ongoing training for
teachers will lift the quality of teaching, reduce
costly attrition, and minimize teacher shortages
that negatively impact student outcomes.



REVAMP THE COLLEGES OF
EDUCATION

Colleges of education nationwide have experienced
a decline in enrollment, with the number of people
completing these traditional teacher training pro-
grams falling by nearly a third in the past decade.
The trend in New Mexico has been particularly
precipitous, plummeting by 75% during the same
time period. Meanwhile, as described in the prior
section, the number of teachers entering the pro-
fession via alternative licensure has been gradually
increasing.

Why are potential teachers voting with their feet
and pursing alternative rather than traditional path-
ways into education careers? One reason is that
the curriculum at the state's colleges of education
too often emphasizes abstract theory over the
practical, skills-based learning that is most valu-
able to future teachers.

There are eight colleges of education in the state,
located at Eastern New Mexico University, New
Mexico Highlands, New Mexico Tech, New Mexico
State University, Northern New Mexico College,
the University of New Mexico, University of the
Southwest in Hobbs, and Western New Mexico
University. The curricula at the different colleges
are not aligned with one another, and they have
not generally evolved to keep up with new research
about best practices.

This situation has frustrated many graduates of
the colleges of education who find themselves
having to fill in the gaps on the job. For example,
thousands of New Mexico teachers are currently
completing a two-year, 80+ hour course in the sci-
ence of reading, an evidence-based system for
improving early literacy. Numerous teachers, prin-
cipals, and district leaders we interviewed during
our research for this report questioned why that

Number of Graduates from
New Mexico's Traditional and
Alternative Teacher
Preparation Programs

Alternative

2010 2012 2014 2016 2018 2020

Source: Legislative Finance Committee. Hearing Brief: Colleges of
Education. September 24, 2021.

important topic had not been covered by the
schools of education, and instead had to be learned
after they graduated.

By contrast, the alternative licensure program LEAP
(Leading Educators through Alternative Pathways),
which is dedicated to recruiting and retaining
teachers from diverse backgrounds, has a curricu-
lum tightly focused on building skills that are im-
mediately applicable, including 67 hours in struc-
tured literacy and instruction on building curricula
for struggling readers. One LEAP participant,
Renato Estacio, noted that: “LEAP is very, very
practical. There's a lot of work, but there's no fluff
in the program. ... We applied what we learned
immediately."

To increase the value of the colleges of education
to potential teachers, the legislature and governor
need to ensure that they are providing relevant,
up to date curricula that reflect the best current
practices on teaching, and also expand the clinical

Think New Mexico 18



e HeeD BaTeR-

_DUCATED WoRKERS! =

7 :

We NeeD BETTeR-EDUCATED HIGH-
SCHooL

1 He Neay
R&4p

GRADS]
We eeb
BETTER-
PREPARED
L DSy

THAT Ca

et

The circle of blame in New Mexico's K-12 education system. Cartoon by John Trever, copyright 2013.

requirement from a single semester of student tea-
ching to a full-year teacher residency.

In addition, colleges of education should emphasize
the hiring of instructors who have experience as
teachers and principals. One former teacher from
Las Cruces told us that she was frustrated to have
several professors in her college of education pro-
gram “who had never set foot in a classroom,”
which made it impossible for them to ground their
theories of teaching in practical experience.

The legislature and governor should enact a law
requiring that, beginning in 2023 and then every
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five years thereafter, the Public Education Depart-
ment evaluate the schools of education to deter-
mine whether their curricula reflect the best
research on effective teacher preparation, and
make continued accreditation of the colleges of
education contingent on meeting that standard.

Maintain High Standards for Teacher
Licensure

About a decade ago, the Legislative Finance Com-
mittee (LFC) evaluated the teacher pipeline and
recommended that the state raise its standards
both for admission to the colleges of education and



for teacher licensure. The report noted that the
state's “low teacher admission requirements and
licensure standards perpetuate low student perfor-
mance” and urged the colleges of education to
increase their minimum GPA requirements and the
PED to increase the scores that teachers need to
achieve on their licensure exams.

In 2018, the LFC published a follow-up report
noting that progress that had been made toward
accomplishing both recommendations. Unfortun-
ately, amid rising concerns about the teacher va-
cancy rate in the wake of the pandemic, those gains
are at risk of being lost.

New Mexico's teacher vacancy rate has been
closely tracked since at least 2016, when the New
Mexico State University College of Education be-
gan publishing statewide reports on the subject.
The number of vacancies has consistently been
high, never more so than this year, with a reported
1,084 vacant teaching positions.

However, the issue is complicated by the fact that
the total number of teachers working in New
Mexico has risen by nearly 1,000 in the last four
years, to 23,314. Meanwhile, student enrollment
has dropped by about 8% over the last decade.
The challenge appears to be less about an overall
shortage of teachers and more about shortages of
specific specialities, like special education, or in spe-
cific places, like rural districts.

This report does not include any specific recom-
mendations targeted toward recruiting new teach-
ers into the profession, as the New Mexico legisla-
ture and governor have already done a commend-
able job of investing in scholarship and loan for-
giveness programs for aspiring teachers, which to-
gether have eliminated any financial barriers that
might deter someone from pursuing a teacher edu-
cation program.

In addition, the Public Education Department is
currently launching an effort to work with non-
profits like Golden Apple to recruit and mentor
high school students who have potential as future
teachers, especially from underrepresented demo-
graphics and rural communities. The substantial
increase in teacher salaries in recent years should
also help improve recruitment.

However, the wrong approach to addressing any
potential teacher shortages is watering down tea-
cher qualifications.

As of this year, New Mexico is no longer requiring
teachers to take a series of tests known as the
Praxis exams as part of their licensure require-
ments, keeping only one exam in elementary read-
ing that is required by statute. This takes New
Mexico in the opposite direction of the 48 states
that require teachers to pass Praxis exams in order
to become licensed. Research compiled by the Na-
tional Council on Teacher Quality found a consis-
tent positive correlation between testing rates of
incoming teachers and student achievement.

The legislature and governor should maintain the
requirement that entering teachers must demon-
strate proficiency on high-quality licensure exams.

Retaining effective teachers by improving teacher
training—as well as improving the learning envi-
ronment through reforms like ensuring manage-
able class sizes and improving the quality of school
leadership, as we describe in later sections of this
report—are more effective approaches than fast-
tracking new teachers into classrooms with re-
duced qualifications.
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ENHANCE PRINCIPAL PAY
AND TRAINING

After teacher quality, principal quality is the sec-
ond most impactful factor in student success, and
the two are closely connected: principals are the
key to recruiting and keeping excellent teachers.

As former New Jersey Commissioner of Education
Christopher Cerf explains: “Pick the right school
leader and great teachers will come and stay. Pick
the wrong one and, over time, good teachers leave,
mediocre ones stay, and the school gradually (or
not so gradually) declines.”

Indeed, a survey by the Legislative Finance Com-
mittee found that poor school leadership is the top
reason New Mexico teachers give for leaving their
positions. This is consistent with extensive national
research on teacher retention, such as a McKinsey
survey that found that highly-qualified teachers
were more interested in working at a school with
an excellent principal than at a school that would
offer them double their salaries.

Unfortunately, there are warning signs that New
Mexico's school leadership is struggling. Accord-
ing to a report from the Learning Policy Institute,
New Mexico ranks second highest in the nation for
teacher attrition, with nearly a quarter of teachers
leaving their positions in the year studied —nine
points higher than the national average. This attri-
tion is expensive as well as detrimental to student
achievement, with the cost of replacing a teacher
estimated at $9,000-$21,000.

The state's high teacher attrition is likely linked to
our high rate of principal attrition. A 2018 report
by the New Teacher Center identified New Mexico
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“Don't be so hard on yourself,
It isn't easy being a school principal.”

Principals, like teachers, need better training and support. Illustra-
tion by Conan de Vries, courtesy Cartoonstock CS555385

as one of the ten worst states for principal reten-
tion, with principals staying an average of well un-
der four years in a position. The cost of replacing
a principal is estimated at $75,000.

When researchers investigated why principals leave
their jobs, among the top reasons were inadequate
preparation, insufficient professional development,
and low salaries. For example, a 2005 survey of
principals who had left the profession after just a
few years found that one of their main complaints
was “preservice training that left them feeling
unprepared for the challenges of the job."”

Similar to teachers, when it comes to building the
skills of new principals, actual practice is more ef-
fective than academic study. As the authors of No



Time to Lose put it: “In high-performing coun-
tries, the school leader is highly trained and care-
fully selected. ... Principals receive training in cur-
riculum, instruction, and school administration.”

Yet New Mexico's current licensure process for prin-
cipals is identical to that for all other types of
administrators, like school district central office staff
and finance managers. As a result, the coursework
is heavy on concepts like school finance and law,
but it falls short in terms of training future princi-
pals in skills like organizational management, how
to fairly and accurately evaluate teaching quality,
best approaches to improve the skills of their
teachers, and understanding the special needs of
at-risk students.

Prospective principals are only required to com-
plete 180 hours of apprenticeship or internship be-
fore applying for the position—with six-hour
school days, that's only about a month of shadow-
ing another principal before stepping into the job.

There is a better way to prepare principals. In 2010,
lllinois enacted the nation's first Principal Licensure
Law, which separated the training for principals
from that for central office administrators. The
state significantly increased the practical training
requirements for incoming principals, including not
just a four-week full-time residency but also 200
additional clinical hours and 20 more hours work-
ing specifically with Special Education teachers, cur-
riculum, and Individualized Educational Plans for
students with disabilities.

A study of Illinois's enhanced principal preparation
by the University of Chicago found that stakehold-
ers in the education system overwhelmingly felt
that the new system had resulted in better pre-
pared principals. One person involved in imple-
menting the new training reflected: “You cannot

States with Higher Clinical
Training Requirements for
Principals Than New Mexico
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Source: Education Commission of the States. School Leader Certi-
fication and Preparation Programs. April 2018.

learn to lead by reading about it. And yet our pro-
grams were largely based on that presumption....
What we're seeing in this new legislation is a much
increased attention to the quality of the clinical
experience or the field experience that people are
having so that they can learn to lead by leading
and getting appropriate feedback on that.” As of
this year, lllinois has also added a mentorship com-
ponent, allowing all new principals to be matched
with veteran principals for continued support as
they enter the job.
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Eighteen states, including some of the highest per-
forming in the nation, have higher clinical experi-
ence requirements for principals than New Mexico,
with 14 of them requiring at least 300 hours in
field-based experiences.

We have seen the positive impact that enhanced
principal preparation can have at a small scale here
in New Mexico. The Alliance of Leading and Learn-
ing, a partnership between the University of New
Mexico and Albuquerque Public Schools, runs a
principal preparation program in which, after com-
pleting coursework co-taught by UNM faculty and
APS principals, principal candidates complete a se-
mester-long, full-time internship alongside an ex-
perienced mentor principal. In the decade since
the program began, it has mentored 126 principals
and assistant principals, and 83 % of its graduates
are still in their positions.

The legislature and governor should follow the
lead of Illinois and create a specialized principal
licensure track that includes a semester-long paid
residency with an experienced, highly effective
principal.

To be effective, this principal residency would re-
quire identifying master principals to train the resi-
dent principals. Master principals could be identified
through measures like the principal’s evaluation by
district leadership, the principal's longevity in the
position, teacher turnover under that principal, and
an annual survey asking teachers to evaluate the
effectiveness of the principal. This sort of data
could be used to select principals who would make
the best mentors.

Once a principal enters the profession, ongoing
support is needed to help them keep developing
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their skills over time. Studies of principal coaching
show that it makes a difference. For example, one
study in Oakland found that principals who worked
with coaches raised the academic performance in-
dex score of their schools by nearly three times the
average districtwide increase. Yet as a Brown Uni-
versity study put it, “principals have traditionally
been thrown into their jobs without a lifejacket,
and they are expected to sink or swim.”

In the past, New Mexico provided coaching support
only to principals in the most high-need, under-
performing schools, and reached only about 3.5%
of the state's principals each year. More recently,
the state has begun to expand access to principal
coaching through three programs: “Lead,” a one-
year program for principals with under three years
of experience; “Thrive,” a one-year program spe-
cifically focused on developing skills in evaluating
and coaching teachers, and “RISE,"” a two-year
program focused on skills like using data to improve
instruction and building a culture of achievement.
These programs are a good first step.

The legislature and governor should expand ac-
cess to professional development and coaching
programs, and require that principals at all 864
public schools in the state participate in these
programs.

Currently, Lead, Thrive, and RISE are funded at a
rate of $2.5 million a year, and they reach approx-
imately 233 participants a year. Expanding access
to coaching for all principals could be achieved for
an additional investment of about $6.8 million.

Finally, principal salaries need to be adequate to
compensate them for the time and work required
to do the position well. Unfortunately, our current



compensation schedule makes it hard to recruit and
keep principals.

Under the most recent salary schedule, a New
Mexico elementary school principal receives a min-
imum salary of $84,000, about 20% higher than
the $70,000 minimum salary for a Level 3 teacher.
However, principals’ annual contracts are about
30% longer than those of teachers, averaging 250
days compared with 190 days for teachers.

It gets worse: in some New Mexico schools, the
principal's salary is actually lower than that of a
Level 3 teacher who holds multiple endorsements
and national board certification. This sort of salary
compaction discourages experienced teachers
from moving up to the role of principal.

Even more concerning is the salary gap between
principals and central office administrators in many
districts. According to the most recently available
data from the Public Education Department, as of
2018, principals in districts larger than 2,500 stu-
dents are paid nearly $20,000 less than adminis-
trative associates in those school districts’ central
offices. (Districts smaller than 2,500 students have
fewer central office staff and smaller pay gaps.)

The pay gap in some districts is even more extreme.
In Albuquerque, the average salary of a principal
in 2018 was $69,457, while the average salary of
an administrative associate in the central office was
$122,760, despite the fact that a principal has a far
more profound impact on the lives of students. This
salary imbalance incentivizes great teachers and
principals to leave their schools and become cen-
tral office administrators.

The legislature and governor should increase the
minimum principal salaries to at least 30% higher
than Level 3 teachers, reflecting the difference in

workload—and they should also cap the salaries
of central office administrators (other than the su-
perintendent and perhaps one or two other top
district staff) at no higher than the average prin-
cipal in that district.

Right-sizing principal salaries and providing them
with the preparation and support they need to
succeed in their roles should improve principal per-
formance and reduce principal attrition, which in
turn should reduce teacher turnover and raise stu-
dent achievement.
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UPGRADE THE QUALITY OF
SCHOOL BOARDS

Just as principals shape the working environment
for teachers, school district leaders shape the work-
ing environment for principals and other school
staff. So it is not surprising that there is a large
body of research indicating that local school boards
can positively impact student learning when their
decisions and actions are focused on elevating stu-
dent achievement.

This was the conclusion of an international review
of the research on school board effectiveness in
2018, which examined hundreds of separate studies
about the effect of local boards on educational
quality.

Local school boards in New Mexico exercise a vari-
ety of duties that can positively influence students.
These include overseeing the school district's an-
nual budget (where boards can, for example,
choose to spend less on central office administra-
tion and more in the classroom) and recruiting, hir-
ing, and firing superintendents, whose leadership
and longevity in the job can also improve student
outcomes.

Local school boards in New Mexico date to 1855,
more than a half century before statehood. At first,
each board governed a single school and a small
number of students. Fast forward to 2022 and the
job of a local school board has become exponen-
tially more complex and demanding as school boards
oversee much larger budgets and many more stu-
dents with vastly different backgrounds and needs.
Albuquerque Public Schools (APS), the largest dis-
trict in the state, has more than 72,000 students,
143 district schools, and 31 charter schools.
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As this trend has continued both nationally and in
New Mexico, it has become difficult to attract
highly qualified people to run for the school board.
Chester Finn, a former Professor of Education and
Public Policy at Vanderbilt University and an
Assistant Secretary of Research and Improvement
at the U.S. Department of Education, summarized
the situation well:

“There may still be some tranquil towns...where the
platonic ideal of the elected local school board flour-
ishes: with the community’s foremost citizens running
in nonpartisan elections, then selflessly devoting
themselves to the best interests of all the community’s
children. But in the parts of U.S. education that cause
the greatest concern...today’s typical elected local
school board resembles a dysfunctional family, com-
prised of three unlovable sorts: aspiring politicians for
whom this is a stepping stone to higher office, former
school system employees with a score to settle, and sin-
gle-minded advocates of diverse dubious causes who
yearn to use the public schools to impose their partic-

ular hang-ups on all the kids in town.”

William Howell, Professor in American Politics at
the University of Chicago and the Director of the
Center for Effective Government, adds a fourth
category of “unlovable sorts": “In still darker cor-
ners of the education system, school boards are
dens of cronyism and corruption wherein mem-
bers reward friends and political supporters with
hefty contracts and cushy administrative jobs."”

Unfortunately, Finn and Howell's assessment of the
types of school board members rings true with
some school boards here in New Mexico. The fun-
damental problem is that school board members
who are focused on their own political ambitions
or on finding jobs for their connections are not



focused on students, and the research shows that
this worsens student outcomes.

The legislature has enacted one important reform
to increase the accountability of school boards to
members of their communities: starting in 2019,
school board elections were consolidated with other
local elections in November of odd-numbered years.
Prior to this reform, school board elections were
held separately in February and only about 3-5%
of voters generally participated. In the 2021 con-
solidated local election, statewide turnout was up
to nearly 20%.

Those voters still need highly qualified candidates
for the school board to vote for. Here we describe
a series of reforms that would ensure that New
Mexico's 89 school boards are more professional
and more focused on serving the academic needs
of students.1

Deterring the Use of School Board Seats as
Political Stepping Stones

There are many examples of candidates in New
Mexico using the school board as a political step-
ping stone, but one particularly good example of
this phenomenon can be seen in the recent history
of the Santa Fe Public Schools (SFPS) board. In
the 2016-2017 school year, three members of
that board ran for higher office while at the same
time serving on the school board.

1] Some argue for replacing school boards with an entirely
different type of governance system, but it needs to be
acknowledged that the decentralized, locally elected school
board model that began with the pilgrims in the 1600s in
New England has endured in part because there is not a bet-
ter alternative. In some places the school board has been
replaced by mayoral control, but that has been met with less
than mixed success, except for a handful of the largest cities
like New York, Washington D.C., Boston and Chicago.

The current chair of the school board was elected
in February 2017 but by September had announ-
ced her candidacy for mayor. According to the Santa
Fe New Mexican, "During her campaign for mayor,
she missed parts of meetings, showing up late or
slipping out early to attend public events.”

Meanwhile, another member of the school board,
after being re-elected in 2015, ran for and won a
seat in the state legislature in 2016. (Commend-
ably, she voluntarily resigned her school board post
in 2017.)

Her four colleagues then appointed her successor,
who, within three months, announced his campaign
for the Santa Fe County Commission. He missed
seven of 17 school board meetings in 2019 while
he simultaneously occupied seats on both the
school board and the county commission.

The end result was that too many members of the
school board were more focused on their political
careers than the academic needs of the 13,232 stu-
dents under their trust. A Santa Fe New Mexican
editorial noted that: “....a commitment [ by school
board members] to serve a full term would be wel-
come.”

To deter candidates who seek to use the local
school board as a political stepping stone, the
legislature should enact a law requiring school
board members to resign their school board seat
as soon as they file paperwork to run for another
elected office.

The remaining members of the school board
would then fill that vacancy until the next election,
just as they currently do whenever a seat comes
open.
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Deterring Nepotism

New Mexico state law already prohibits district sup-
erintendents from hiring immediate family of school
board members.

Yet, despite this law, a quick internet search re-
veals that egregious instances of alleged nepotism
involving school board members are common oc-
currences among school districts of every size and
every part of New Mexico:

» Cobre Consolidated School District: a school
board member's daughter was hired as coordi-
nator of special education (meanwhile another
school board member voted for his son-in-law
to be appointed to the school board over five
other candidates);

* Jemez Mountain School District: the school
board chairman’s wife received a job as a book-
keeper over other candidates. She is also the sis-
ter-in-law of another school board member who
is the brother of the school board president;
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Ohio, Wisconsin

States with Penalties for School Board Members
who Violate Nepotism Prohibitions

Arizona, Arkansas, Massachusetts, Montana, Nebraska, Nevada,
North Carolina, North Dakota, Rhode Island, South Carolina,

Alabama, Indiana, Kentucky, Louisiana, Missouri, Oklahoma,
South Dakota, Texas, Vermont, West Virginia, Wyoming

Connecticut, Florida, Maine, Mississippi, Washington

Source: State statutes, compiled by Think New Mexico.

« Los Lunas Schools: multiple board members de-
manded that the district hire their family mem-
bers, according to a May 26, 2021 letter from
the Public Education Department suspending
several members of the board; and

* Mesa Vista Consolidated Schools: the district
auditor recommended that the district’s business
manager, who was married to the school board's
president, be removed because she was unqual-
ified for the job and had demonstrated gross in-
competence.

This type of corruption obviously undermines
morale among the vast majority of school employ-
ees who earned their jobs through merit.

It also distracts the school board from its core mis-
sion. Former Interim Los Lunas Superintendent
Walter Gibson said that, in his nine-month tenure,
he “never heard any serious conversation about
teaching and learning, about instruction, about
curriculum at board meetings."”



The reason why there have been so many cases of
alleged nepotism involving school board members,
even when New Mexico law specifically prohibits it,
may be that New Mexico's statute is silent about
any legal consequences or penalties for nepotism.

As the chart on the previous page illustrates, in a
majority of other states, nepotism by a school
board member carries a penalty that ranges from
from a fine to a civil action to a criminal misde-
meanor to removal from office to even a criminal
felony in two states. New Mexico is one of just 13
states with a prohibition but no penalty. We
believe that school board members who violate
the prohibition against nepotism should be re-
moved from office, just as they are in our neigh-
boring states of Oklahoma and Texas.

Going beyond the hiring of family members, to
deter those who run for the school board in order
to reward friends and political supporters, the leg-
islature should also require the disclosure of all
political contributions in school board races.

It was not until 2013 that any of New Mexico's
school board candidates were required to disclose
political contributions. However, the law enacted
that year only applies to candidates in districts
with 12,000 or more students. Of the 89 school
districts in New Mexico, only five school districts
meet that threshold today. That means of the 447
school board members in New Mexico, only 27
(less than 7% ) are required to disclose their polit-
ical contributions, even though school boards for
even the smallest districts oversee the doling out
of lucrative public contracts.

To deter those who would use their school board
position to reward relatives and political support-
ers, the legislature and governor should require

that school board members 1) forfeit their office
if proven to have engaged in nepotism and 2) dis-
close all of their political contributions and con-
tributors.

Professionalizing School Boards with
Transparency and Paid, High-Quality
Training

Deterring potential school board members who
run for the office for the wrong reasons is one part
of the solution to improving the quality of school
boards. The other part is attracting good candi-
dates to run for this essential office.

Currently, there are too few candidates running for
New Mexico school boards. For example, in the
last round of school board elections in 2021, only
45% of the school board seats were even contested
by more than one candidate.

One reason why good candidates may not run for
this office is the reputation that too many school
boards have for dysfunction. Just as teachers want
to work in schools led by good principals, the best
potential school board members want to serve
alongside other members who are focused on stu-
dent achievement, not politics or personal interests.
In other words, a better functioning school board
can attract better candidates, who in turn sustain
the high quality of the board.

A growing body of research has shown that school
board performance can be improved by providing
members with high-quality training. A 2020 meta-
analysis of two decades worth of research found that
school boards that dedicated more time to training
their members in good governance practices dem-
onstrated an increased focus on student perfor-
mance, which in turn was correlated with higher
student achievement in those districts.
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Currently, New Mexico school board members re-
ceive just five hours a year of training, which pro-
vides a very basic foundation in school finance and
law. Considering that most school board members
enter their positions without any background or
expertise in how to oversee a school district, they
would benefit from significantly more training in
how to succeed in their roles.

In addition, based on the research, school board
members should receive focused training in best
practices around school district governance and
how the board can bring up student achievement.
This year, Colorado is launching a pilot project to
provide exactly this sort of training to school board
members in high-needs school districts, with a goal
of improving academic outcomes in those districts.

The legislature and governor should increase the
annual training requirements for all school board
members from five hours to 24, and focus those
expanded trainings on how school board gover-
nance can improve student outcomes. The Legis-
lative Finance Committee and Legislative Educa-
tion Study Committee should review and approve
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the training programs, and school board mem-
bers should receive a stipend for attending the
trainings.

A final reform to improve school board culture is
by increasing transparency. Although many school
board meetings went remote during the pandemic,
there is no requirement that school board meet-
ings be webcast or that families have options to
participate remotely. The sunshine of transparency
can deter bad behavior and make it easier for com-
munity members to participate.

The legislature and governor should require that
all school board meetings be webcast, and those
webcasts archived, just as they are for legislative
hearings.

By implementing this package of reforms, we can
make our school boards more professional and put
school district leaders in a position to focus on the
things that really matter, like increasing student ach-
ievement.



RIGHT-SIZE TO SMALLER
DISTRICTS, SCHOOLS, AND
CLASSES

Student learning is impacted not only by teachers,
principals, and school district leaders, but also by
the environment in which it takes place, particular-
ly the sheer number of students in a given district,
school, or class.

The research overwhelmingly shows that students
tend to do better in smaller, more personalized
learning environments. Perhaps counterintuitively,
smaller (or at least medium-sized) districts and
schools are also often more cost-efficient as well
as more effective for student performance.

Smaller Districts:
Deconsolidate Albuquerque Public Schools

New Mexico has 89 school districts, and questions
are often raised about whether some of the small-
est ones should be consolidated to make the sys-
tem more economically efficient. (Much consoli-
dation has already occurred, as the total number of
districts in the state is down from 947 in 1940.)
However, from an academic standpoint, the
smallest districts are disproportionately the high-
est achieving ones.

For example, this year, 15 of the top 18 districts for
reading proficiency (83%) had fewer than 600
students; the same holds true for 13 of the top 15
(86%) districts for math proficiency. Considering

Top Districts for
Math Scores 2022

Top Districts for
Reading Scores 2022

RANK DISTRICT ENROLLMENT

RANK DISTRICT ENROLLMENT
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Los Alamos
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Maxwell
Logan
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Melrose

Ft. Sumner
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Source for both charts: New Mexico Public Education Depart-
ment. All Valid Proficiencies by Entity SY 2021-22, ESSA-Aligned.

Corona 73
Des Moines 97
Los Alamos 3,713
73
Cloudcroft 387
Quemado 162
Texico 555
Grady 176
284
219
Lake Arthur 125
Maxwell 119
Rio Rancho 17,342
Clayton 385
Animas 609
Mosquero 95
Santa Rosa 165
Tatum 310

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

| Texico |

* Four districts tied for 15th with the same reading proficiencies.

Think New Mexico 30



that only about 48% of school districts in New
Mexico enroll fewer than 600 students, these dis-
tricts are impressively over-represented among the
highest acheiving in the state. If small school dis-
tricts are overwhelmingly succeeding at their aca-
demic mission, it does not make sense to consoli-
date them.

However, on the other end of the spectrum from
these small, high-achieving districts is Albuquer-
que Public Schools (APS), the 35th largest school
district in the nation according to the National Cen-
ter for Education Statistics, with a current enroll-
ment of 72,088 students (not counting the dis-
trict's charter schools).

Sadly, APS students underperform the rest of the
state. As a 2022 analysis by the Legislative Finance
Committee (LFC) put it, APS is plagued by “low
proficiency rates, large achievement gaps, lower
post-pandemic learning growth, lagging high
school graduation rates, and falling college enroll-
ment and readiness.” Because about a quarter of
all students in New Mexico attend APS, the under-
performance of this district weighs heavily on the
entire state—and likewise, improving the perfor-
mance of APS students would lift the entire state's
education rankings.

In previous policy reports, Think New Mexico cal-
led for deconsolidating APS into multiple smaller
districts. Our reason for making this recommenda-
tion was grounded in APS's significant financial
inefficiencies.

This was a somewhat counterintuitive conclusion,
since a general assumption is that larger entities
tend to benefit from economies of scale. However,
decades of research have shown that, once school
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districts exceed a certain size, they actually begin to
suffer from diseconomies of scale, becoming more
expensive to operate than medium-sized districts.

According to the most recent data available from
PED, the average cost per pupil of school districts
enrolling 15,001-25,000 students, the size tier just
below APS, is $7,284. The cost per pupil at APS is
$7,532. That $248 difference, when multiplied
across APS's 72,088 students, adds up to nearly
$18 million. The single most cost-effective district
in the state is Roswell (10,147 students) at $7,033
per pupil, followed closely by Los Lunas (8,295 stu-
dents), at $7,070 per pupil. (These dollar amounts
consider only state taxpayer dollars for general op-
erations, not including federal funding or special
appropriations for food services or transportation.)

These diseconomies of scale result largely from the
layers of bureaucracy that begin to develop once a
district exceeds about 15,000 students. In 2017,
for example, the Public Education Department
(PED) issued a scathing letter to APS directing it to
examine its “inflated and bloated executive team,"
which at that time included 35 “top bureaucrats”
with salaries of over $100,000 each. APS has 113 de-
partments and programs, ranging from Esports to
the Extended Leave Department, and two office
towers to house its extensive administrative per-
sonnel.

Even more important than the cost savings is the
fact that deconsolidating APS would likely im-
prove student outcomes. Research going back more
than four decades, in jurisdictions ranging from
California to West Virginia, has found that larger
school districts tend to have negative impacts on
student achievement, particularly for students from
low-income families.



For example, a meta-analysis of the research as of
the year 2000 concluded: “in impoverished commu-
nities, small schools in small districts boost school
performance. In general, more impoverished lo-
cales should have smaller districts and schools.”
The analysis also noted that smaller districts and
smaller schools tended to have smaller achievement
gaps between poorer and wealthier students:
“smaller units seemingly work to reduce the link
between poverty and achievement.”

This is particularly intriguing in light of the LFC's
finding in its 2022 analysis of APS that “the over
51,000 low-income students in APS show larger
achievement gaps than low-income students state-
wide."

The enormous size of APS makes it impossible to
govern well. For example, with 143 schools (not
counting the charters), even the most active and
committed superintendent could not visit all of
them more than once during a school year.

Similarly, each APS school board member repre-
sents over 90,000 people. Compare this to the
state's most successful small districts where each
board member represents just a few hundred to a
few thousand New Mexicans. As with the superin-
tendent, it would be impossible for even the hard-
est-working, most dedicated school board member
to effectively communicate with and be responsive
to over 90,000 people. (By contrast, in the New
Mexico legislature, state representatives are asked
to represent just over 30,000 constituents, while
state senators represent around 50,000.)

Deconsolidating APS into smaller districts would
allow board members to be closer to their con-
stituents, better representing the diverse interests
of different parts of the city.

The only credible objection to breaking up APS is
the question of equity: since the city has poorer and
wealthier neighborhoods, splitting APS into 4-6
smaller districts could easily result in districts with
concentrations of wealth and poverty.

There are two way to address this. First, the new
districts created in Albuquerque could be required
to have relatively equal numbers of economically
disadvantaged or at-risk students so that they are
not concentrated in a single district.

The objection to that proposal might be that, as
with legislative redistricting, it would break up com-
munities of interest and group together schools
and families that do not share similar challenges.
So another alternative would be to keep commu-
nities of interest together and rely on the state's
school funding formula to promote equity among
the new districts.

Because most public school funding comes from
the state, and those dollars are distributed based
on a formula that delivers more dollars to at-risk
students, districts with higher percentages of at-
risk students receive more funding. This could
result in more funding going to schools in a new
district based in the South Valley of Albuquerque,
for example, than those schools currently receive
as part of APS.

Think New Mexico is not alone in calling for the
deconsolidation of APS: state policymakers have
been introducing legislation to break up the dis-
trict for at least two decades. In 2002, Represen-
tative James Taylor (D-Albuquerque) sponsored a
bill that would have allowed voters in any district
with more than 35,000 students to vote to split it
into at least three smaller districts.
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(Currently, APS is the only district in the state that
exceeds 35,000 students; the second largest dis-
trict in the state, Las Cruces, enrolls around 24,000
students.)

Taylor, who represented the South Valley, ex-
plained that “the big problem with APS is that it's
just too big,” and as a result the district's adminis-
tration was not able to serve the needs of individ-
ual schools like the ones in his community. That
bill passed the House 56-10 and the Senate 26-14
but was vetoed by Governor Gary Johnson. In the
years since, similar bills have been introduced by
Albuquerque-based legislators from both parties,
but none have made it all the way through the
legislative process.

The legislature and governor should enact a law
requiring any district larger than 35,000 students
to place a question on the next election ballot
asking the public whether they would like to
deconsolidate it into smaller districts.

Smaller, Safer, More Successful Schools

A dozen years ago, Think New Mexico published a
report detailing the benefits of smaller schools and
calling on the legislature to limit the size of new
schools.

At the time, we cited three decades of research
showing that students perform better in smaller,
more personalized settings. Numerous studies
found that smaller schools tend to have higher
graduation rates, higher student achievement, and
higher levels of satisfaction among students, fam-
ilies, principals, and teachers. Smaller schools can
also dramatically improve the performance of low-
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Larger schools tend to have higher dropout rates.
Cartoon by John Trever, copyright 2008.

income children, which helps to narrow the achie-
vement gap. The data indicated that high schools
should be no larger than about 900 students, and
elementary and middle schools should be no larger
than about 400 students.

Since then, the research has continued to accumu-
late in favor of smaller schools, and one issue has
become unfortunately more relevant than it was at
the time our earlier report was published: in an era
of increasing school violence, smaller schools tend
to be safer.

In 2017, researchers at Vassar College published an
analysis of the mass school shootings that had oc-
curred between 1995-2014. They discovered that
schools where mass shootings occurred had signif-
icantly higher student enrollments than the aver-
age in their states. The researchers concluded that,
because perpetrators of school shootings often
report feelings of social isolation and exclusion,
“large, impersonal school settings may create a
unique and dangerously toxic environment” for
individuals with a tendency toward violence.



These findings are consistent with two decades of
research by the U.S. Department of Education. Be-
tween 1998 and 2019, the Department issued a
series of studies on violence in schools, and identified
large school size as one of only five characteristics
that increased the likelihood of a serious violent
incident occurring.

Yet in the 2021-2022 school year, more than half
of New Mexico ninth graders entered high schools
with populations larger than 1,000 students, and
the state continues to spend millions of dollars
annually building large schools.

For the past two decades, New Mexico has spent
an amount ranging from about $40 million to over
$250 million a year in state taxpayer dollars on
school construction projects through the Public
Schools Facilities Authority (PSFA) funding pro-
cess. Those funds have been used to construct a
number of schools enrolling more than 1,000 stu-
dents in communities ranging from Gallup to Dem-
ing to Las Cruces. Multiple districts have also con-
solidated small elementary schools into larger facil-
ities enrolling 700-800 students. Albuquerque's
two newest high schools, built with PSFA funding,
have student populations of 2,152 and 2,251.

Where districts have instead chosen to invest in
smaller schools, they have been popular and suc-
cessful. For example, in 2010, the Las Cruces Public
Schools opened an Early College High School affil-
iated with New Mexico State University (NMSU).
The school was small by design, capped at around
500 students, and it has achieved impressive stu-
dent success, being recognized as a national Blue
Ribbon School and reporting student proficiencies
in 2019 of 73% in reading and 45% in math
(more than twice the state average), along with a
93% graduation rate.

Percent of Public Schools
Reporting Serious Violent
Crime in 2017-2018

50%

500-999
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Under 300
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300-499
students

Over 1,000
students

Source: National Center for Education Statistics. “Indicators of
School Crime and Safety,” 2019.

Many families, students, and teachers strongly pre-
fer small schools, which helps explain why many
are drawn to charter schools. Even charters that
are abysmal academic failures have defenders
among teachers who appreciate teaching in a
smaller school setting and among families who
value having their children in a small environment
where they are known personally and bullying can
more easily be prevented.

The main argument against building smaller schools
has been that it can cost more to build and operate
multiple smaller schools than a single large one.
But like school districts, larger schools experience
diseconomies of scale due to increasing costs for
more layers of administration, more transportation
(since students must be brought in from a larger
area), and more security.

A 2005 study funded by the Gates Foundation ex-
amined 25 high-performing small schools across
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the nation and found that they spent an average
of 17% less per student than the overall per pupil
expenditures for their districts, while achieving
better student outcomes.

Another study comparing the cost and perfor-
mance of New York City's large and small high
schools found that although small schools (with
fewer than 600 students) cost about $800 more
per student per year than large schools (with 601-
2,000 students), the small schools cost $3,300 less
per graduate, because the dropout rate was more
than twice as high at the larger schools. If our focus
is on producing high school graduates, smaller
schools do so more effectively and at a lower cost.

The legislature and governor should revise the
public school capital outlay funding formula to
incentivize school districts to build smaller
schools: 900 or fewer students for high schools,
and 400 or fewer students for elementary and
middle schools.

Incentivizing school districts to build smaller
schools will improve learning conditions over the
long term. However, in order to improve condi-
tions for students who are attending the large
schools that already exist, those existing large
schools should be restructured into smaller schools
within schools.

Schools within schools keep smaller groups of stu-
dents and teachers together in separate wings of
a school building, creating a more personalized
learning environment for students even while they
share some common spaces like athletic facilities
and libraries.
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This approach of restructuring large schools into
smaller schools within schools has been imple-
mented successfully in New York City over the
past two decades, and studies have shown that
students who attended those smaller schools with-
in schools were more likely to graduate, enroll in
college, and earn college degrees.

Similarly, Chicago created about 150 small schools
within schools concentrated in the city’'s poorest
neighborhoods, and saw increases in student atten-
dance, grades, and reading scores. As Think New
Mexico's 2008 report noted, when smaller learn-
ing communities were implemented in large high
schools in Albuquerque and Santa Fe, they result-
ed in higher test scores, better attendance, and
lower dropout rates.

The legislature and governor should revise the
public school capital outlay funding formula to
incentivize school districts to split large schools
(elementary and middle schools with over 400
students and high schools with over 900 stu-
dents) into smaller learning communities or
schools within schools.

Smaller Class Sizes

Just as with school districts and schools, smaller
class sizes also have the potential to benefit stu-
dents. One landmark study randomly assigned stu-
dents in Tennessee to either small classes (averag-
ing 15 students) or larger classes (averaging 23
students) and found that the students in the
smaller classes gained the equivalent of an addi-
tional three months of schooling, and that the pos-
itive effects continued to be measurable years later.



An analysis of multiple studies by the Brookings
Institute concluded that “very large class-size re-
ductions, on the order of magnitude of 7-10 fewer
students per class, can have meaningful long-term
effects on student outcomes.” However, the re-
search is much less clear that smaller reductions
have a significant impact. As a result, reducing
class size has been disfavored as a reform because
significantly reducing the number of students in a
class is expensive, and other reforms, like im-
proved teacher training, yield a better return on
the investment.

However, while the research is mixed on how
much impact class size has on student learning,
studies and surveys have shown that smaller class
sizes do have a positive impact on the working
environment for teachers. Smaller classes reduce
teacher stress and allow teachers to provide more
personalized instruction, which is particularly im-
portant as they deal with increased behavioral
problems in the wake of the pandemic. As noted
earlier in this report, effective teachers are the
most important factor in student achievement, and
the teaching environment is one of the primary fac-
tors determining whether teachers remain in the
profession.

Fortunately, large class size is not a problem in
most of New Mexico. In fact, the statewide stu-
dent-teacher ratio has been dropping as overall
student enrollment has fallen and the number of
teachers has grown. As of 2021, the overall stu-
dent-teacher ratio had fallen to just under 15:1,
right around the national average.

Since 1986, New Mexico has capped class sizes in
statute. Currently, those caps are 20 students for
kindergarten; 22 for grades 1-3; and 24 for grades

4-6. In high school, the class size caps are specific
to English courses, and are 27 students for grades
7-8 and 30 students for grades 9-12.

However, since at least 2005, the state has issued
waivers to allow classes to exceed these caps.

Starting in 2007, legislators of both parties began
to introduce bills to reduce or end the use of those
waivers, or even to incorporate K-12 class size
limits into the state constitution. In 2014, Senate
President Pro Tem (then Representative) Mimi
Stewart passed a bill to end the use of waivers, at
a total cost of $20 million. Unfortunately, the
waivers returned two years later when the state
budget again grew tight.

The legislature and governor should prohibit the
granting of waivers of class size limits and keep
the student-teacher ratio at a manageable level.

The positive impacts of smaller districts, schools,
and classes are particularly important for the at-
risk students who need the most support from the
school system—in other words, the students the
state has committed to serving better in response
to the Yazzie-Martinez court ruling.
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MAXIMIZE THE BENEFITS
OF CHARTER SCHOOLS

Charter schools have been part of the landscape of
public education in New Mexico since 1993, when
five public schools in the state were authorized to
convert into charters. Six years later, the legislature
and governor enacted the Charter School Act,
authorizing the widespread creation of charter
schools, and ever since, the number of schools and
the number of students enrolled in them have
grown steadily.

Today, there are 98 charter schools in New Mexico,
constituting over 11% of all public schools and
enrolling 29,217 students, about 9% of all public
school students in the state. This level of enroll-
ment makes charter schools the equivalent of the
second largest school district in New Mexico.

Charter schools are public schools that are created
by a contract, or charter, between a school’s foun-
ders and the state or local school district. That
charter specifies the school's specific mission and
lays out performance targets that it is aiming to
meet. Charter schools are exempt from many,
though not all, of the rules and requirements that
apply to traditional public schools.

Charter schools have been the subject of heated
debate, both within New Mexico and beyond. Ad-
vocates argue that charter schools develop innov-
ative models and techniques that can be incorpo-
rated into traditional public schools, improving the
entire school system. Critics claim that they skim
the students who are most likely to succeed and
drain resources away from traditional public schools
(since school funding is based on enrollment).
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The debate about the pros and cons of charters
sidesteps a key point: thousands of New Mexico
families are actively choosing charter schools for
their children, and charters will continue to play a
significant role in the state's public school system
into the future.

What if we refocused the debate to instead ask
what is the best way to maximize the benefits of
charter schools for all public school students in the
state?

In terms of student achievement, charter schools
overall perform about the same as traditional pub-
lic schools. However, that aggregate performance
hides a wide variation: some charter schools signif-
icantly outperform traditional public schools serv-
ing similar students, while others fall well below
their traditional counterparts.

For example, take the GREAT Academy in Albu-
querque. This charter school has drawn criticism
from almost the moment it opened in 2011. The
school was founded by a husband and wife who
paid themselves combined salaries of $305,652,
including a car allowance. This pay was approxi-
mately 30% of the school's budget and was more
than three times higher than the average pay for
that position statewide. ( By way of comparison, the
Superintendent of Albuquerque Public Schools,
who is responsible for more than 72,000 students,
is paid $240,000.) The founders also hired their
daughter, failing to ask the board for the required
nepotism waiver until the issue was flagged by a
state audit. Meanwhile, the school paid its teachers
an average of $38,000 a year, among the lowest
teacher salaries in the state.



The GREAT Academy's academic performance has
been as troubling as its fiscal mismanagement. In
2019, 21% of its students were proficient in read-
ing, compared with 34 % statewide; in math, only 8%
were proficient, compared with 21% statewide.
The school's graduation rate ranged from 20-38%.
Not surprisingly, its enrollment has fallen from 223
students in its first year of operation to 115 as of
2021.

In 2020, the Public Education Commission (PEC),
which authorizes state charter schools, voted 10-0
to close the GREAT Academy. However, the school
appealed first to the Secretary of Education, who
rejected the appeal, and then to the courts, which
ruled in favor of the GREAT Academy, and the
school has been allowed to continue operating.

The GREAT Academy is just one of a number of
charter schools that have remained open for years
despite a track record of underperformance. Only
a handful of charter schools have ever been
required to shut down in New Mexico, and most
of those closures were for fiscal mismanagement,
rather than academic failure.

By contrast, 13 states have charter school laws that
require the closure of schools that fail to perform
academically for a certain number of years. This
makes sense, as charter schools are meant to be
innovative experiments that offer a different sort
of education than traditional public schools: some
of those experiments will inevitably fail, and if they
are not benefitting the children who attend them,
they should be shut down.

The legislature and governor should revise the
state charter law to require the closure of charter
schools that have failed for several years to meet
their own performance standards or are perform-

ing significantly below traditional public schools
with similar student demographics.

On the other side of the ledger, there are some
excellent charter schools that have unfortunately
been prevented from serving as many students as
they could.

One is the Albuquerque Institute for Math and
Science (AIMS), located just seven miles south of
the GREAT Academy but about as far as it could
be academically. AIMS has been a nationally rec-
ognized Blue Ribbon school since 2013, and in
2022, U.S. News and World Report ranked it the
8th best charter school in the nation, and the 53rd
best school nationwide. In 2019, 90% of AIMS stu-
dents were proficient in reading and language arts,
74% were proficient in math, and 93 % in science.
The graduation rate exceeds 90%. AIMS serves a
diverse student body of 354 students, and has a
waiting list that has sometimes exceeded 2,000
students.

In 2014, AIMS sought to open a second campus
affiliated with the UNM campus in Rio Rancho.
(Because AIMS students are required to complete
30 college credit hours in order to graduate, its
model requires proximity to a college campus.)
However, under current New Mexico law, if a
charter school seeks to locate a new campus in a
different school district—in this case, AIMS's sec-
ond campus would be in the Rio Rancho district
rather than Albuquerque Public Schools— it must
apply for a whole new charter, just as if it were a
brand new school, and it must recruit an entirely
new governing board for each branch located in
another district.

AIMS requested a waiver of this requirement from
the Public Education Department so that it could
open a second branch under its existing charter
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States with Laws Requiring
the Closure of Under-
Performing Charter Schools
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Sources: Education Commission of the States. Charter School Poli-
cies. January 2020; and Education Commission of the States. “Char-
ter Schools: Does the state set a threshold beneath which a char-

ter school must automatically be closed?” January 2018.
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and leadership. Unhappy about the prospect of
AIMS attracting students — and revenues — away
from district schools, the Rio Rancho school board
strenuously objected, and the application was shut
down. AIMS has still not been able to open a sec-
ond campus, despite its success and clear commu-
nity interest in the education it is providing.

The prohibition on opening new campuses in dif-
ferent districts under a single charter has meant
that the only high-performing charter that has
managed to replicate is Mission Achievement and
Success (MAS). MAS was founded in 2012 and
opened a second campus in Albuquerque in 2017
in order to serve some of the 1,000+ students on
its waiting list. The school serves a student body
that is 90% minority and 81% economically disad-
vantaged, and has proficiency rates about 10%
above the state averages in math and reading. Even
so, its request to replicate was just barely ap-
proved by the PEC, on a vote of 5-3.

The legislature and governor should allow acade-
mically successful charter schools to open multi-
ple campuses in New Mexico under a single char-
ter contract.

Beyond making it easier to open successful char-
ters and close failing ones, New Mexico should
also make it easier for charters to serve the stu-
dents who would gain the most benefit from
them. Some of the highest value that charters can
provide is serving students whose needs are not
being met by traditional public schools. For exam-
ple, students with disabilities, teen parents, and the
at-risk students at the heart of the Yazzie-Martinez
lawsuit are populations who would benefit from
the specialized instruction that well-designed char-
ter schools can provide.



State law currently requires that charter schools
must enroll students using a pure lottery system, in
which all students are eligible to apply to attend
and are selected by a random drawing.

The problem with this system is that it favors chil-
dren whose parents have the knowledge, time,
and fluency in English to successfully navigate the
lottery application process. As a result, a 2019
report on charter schools in New Mexico found
that, as a whole, they enrolled 18% fewer children
in poverty than traditional public schools, 3% fewer
Hispanic students, 5% fewer Native students, and
7% more White students. The lottery process, in-
tended to be fair to everyone, has not resulted in
a charter school enrollment that is representative
of the state.?

Fourteen states allow charters to give priority to dis-
advantaged populations of students. For example,
a charter school in one of these states might be
permitted to hold two different lotteries, one for
children living in poverty and one for children who
are not, and select a larger percentage of its en-
rollment from the pool of children living in poverty.

This sort of reform would make it easier to develop
schools like the Native American Community Aca-
demy (NACA), which is designed to provide cul-
turally relevant education tailored to New Mexico's
indigenous students. Today, it is not allowed by law

2] The current charter application system has one other
big drawback: because each charter school has its own ap-
plication process and deadlines, it is extremely challenging
to navigate the process of applying for admission to mul-
tiple charters. The legislature and governor should consider
requiring a single, unified application process and sched-
ule for all charter schools in a district in order to level the
playing field among families.

to give Native students preference in its admis-
sions lottery, and must rely on extensive outreach
to ensure that large numbers of Native students

apply.

The legislature and governor should reform the
charter school law to allow charters to give en-
rollment preference to the sort of students who
would benefit most from a specialized education,
such as at-risk students, students with disabili-
ties, and English language learners.

Finally, if one key goal of charter schools is to cre-
ate options for students who are underserved by
the traditional public schools, then those students
should have reasonable access to them regardless
of where they live in New Mexico. However, be-
cause charter schools are located in places where
their founders live (or want to live), they have
ended up concentrated in a few New Mexico com-
munities: 69% of charter schools in New Mexico
are located in Albuquerque, Santa Fe, and Las
Cruces. (Albuquerque alone, with just about a
quarter of the state's population of students, is
home to 54% of the state's charter schools.)

Meanwhile, school districts like Artesia, the City of
Las Vegas, West Las Vegas, Hobbs, and Portales
all have just one public high school, and zero char-
ter schools for any high school students who are
not being well-served by that single school.

Making it easier to for successful charters to repli-
cate could help address this disparity, as schools
like AIMS could be encouraged to expand to com-
munities that currently lack charter options.

The legislature and governor should streamline
the application process to open new charter
schools in school districts that currently lack
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Shaded school districts have at least one charter schools. Source:
Public Education Department, 2022-2023 New Mexico Charter
School Directory.

them, especially those with significant populations
of at-risk students.

The Charter School Act that New Mexico passed
nearly a quarter century ago has shown both the
potential and perils of this reform. In order to
maximize the benefits of charter schools for all
students, the legislature and governor should
reform the law to make it easier to close failing
charters, replicate successful ones, and expand
access to good charters for students with special
needs and students in rural parts of the state that
currently lack school options.
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PROVIDE A RELEVANT,
RIGOROUS HIGH SCHOOL
CURRICULUM

To understand why students drop out of high
school, researchers funded by the Gates Founda-
tion hit upon a novel idea: why not just ask high
school dropouts directly? So in 2006, they hired a
major polling company to conduct a national poll
of high school dropouts.

Nearly half (47%) of the respondents said a major
reason for dropping out was that they were bored
and their classes were not interesting. Their top
suggestion to help students stay in school was to
make school more engaging and enhance the con-
nection between the classroom and work. In other
words, make the curriculum more relevant.

In addition, while most dropouts blamed them-
selves for failing to graduate, two-thirds of the sur-
vey respondents said that they “would have
worked harder if more was demanded of them
(higher academic standards, more studying and
more homework)."

Likewise, the Center for American Progress, a pro-
gressive think tank, undertook an audit in 2018 of
all 50 states' high school graduation requirements
and concluded: “rigorous expectations for a high
school diploma are a critical first step to preparing
all students for success after graduation,” whether
their path takes them to college or directly into a
career.

The Public Education Department (PED) may not
have been aware of this polling data and research
when they unveiled a proposed redesign of New
Mexico's high school curriculum in June 2022.
That plan diluted academic rigor by shifting courses
in government, economics, and New Mexico his-

tory from graduation requirements to optional elec-
tives. It also rejected the idea of adding financial
literacy/personal finance and civics, courses that
have been shown to be engaging and relevant, to
the high school graduation requirements.

The PED high school curriculum redesign was “de-
veloped with the help of working groups made up
of around a quarter of PED staff across different
bureaus,"” according to comments by a PED em-
ployee to the Albuquerque Journal.

Had the PED also consulted with students, families,
and teachers prior to rolling out their proposed re-
design, these stakeholders might have highlighted
the value that personal finance, civics, govern-
ment, and economics provide to students, which is
reflected in the fact that a healthy majority of
states have made them graduation requirements.

For example, 30 states have made personal fi-
nance a graduation requirement, with 22 states
adding it in the last decade. A few months ago,
South Carolina became the 15th state to guaran-
tee a standalone personal finance course to all
high school students prior to graduation. Fifteen
other states require personal finance to be taught
within another course, such as economics.

Personal finance is currently offered as an elective
in New Mexico, yet only about 11% of students
actually take the course. A recent poll conducted
by the National Endowment for Financial Educa-
tion found that 88% of U.S. adults think their state
should require a personal finance course for high
school graduation. Furthermore, 80% of U.S. adults
say they wish they had been required to complete
a course focused on personal finance education
during high school.

Meanwhile, 41 states require civics education
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States Requiring Standalone
Financial Literacy Classes for
High School Graduation

STATE YEAR ENACTED

Utah

Missouri
Virginia
Mississippi
Tennessee
Alabama

| [TTEY

North Carolina

Nebraska
Rhode Island
Ohio

Florida

Georgia
Michigan
South Carolina

Laws adding standalone financial literacy courses to high school
graduation requirements have gained momentum in recent years.
Source: State statutes, compiled by Think New Mexico.

through some sort of coursework about the rights
and obligations of citizenship, and 39 states re-
quire a class in government in order to graduate
from high school. Public schools should prepare
students not just for college and careers, but also
for civic life. Voter participation in the last four
statewide elections in New Mexico has averaged
just under 50% of eligible voters, and a 2022
Annenberg Civics Knowledge Survey found that
less than half of Americans can name the three
branches of government.

Requiring students to learn about civics and gov-
ernment for high school graduation would seem to
be essential for a functioning democracy, which
may explain why so many states make this class a
graduation requirement.
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The legislature and governor should make the
high school curriculum more engaging and rele-
vant by adding a semester course in personal
finance to the graduation requirements, main-
taining the current requirement for a course in
government, and requiring civics education be a
part of that government course.

Along with adding financial literacy and civics, the
legislature and governor should maintain the exist-
ing requirements for economics and New Mexico
history.

Twenty-nine states require students to either take
a course in economics to graduate (25) or integrate
economics into another course (4). The PED pro-
posal to shift economics from a required course to
an optional elective means that many students
would not gain the analytical tools they need to
understand events in the economy that directly
affect them.

It also seems counterproductive to shift New
Mexico history from a required course for gradua-
tion to an optional course when the PED is under
a court order from the Yazzie-Martinez lawsuit to
increase instruction that is culturally relevant to
Hispanic and Native American students.

The value of a New Mexico high school diploma
relative to those of other states has been a long-
standing challenge, with many graduates finding
that they must take remedial courses in college
and are academically behind students from other
states. Watering down New Mexico's high school
graduation requirements would take public schools
in the opposite direction from the majority of states,
and is also at odds with what the data tells us
about what students need and what would keep
them in school.



The legislature and governor should reject the
PED's proposed redesign of New Mexico's high
school curriculum because watering down the
high school curriculum is more likely to increase
dropouts than to boost the graduation rate.

Rather than watering down the high school cur-
riculum in New Mexico, the legislature and gover-
nor should bolster it.

For example, current New Mexico law does not in-
clude a foreign language requirement. (The sta-
tute requires students to complete either a foreign
language or a career and technical education
course.) The Center on American Progress (CAP)
conducted a state by state comparison of gradua-
tion requirements in 2018 and graded New Mexico
as “deficient” in foreign languages. CAP noted
that by failing to require foreign language study,
the state puts our high school curriculum out of
alignment with state university admissions require-
ments. Except for Alabama, every state university
requires two years of foreign language study.

The study of foreign languages in an increasingly
globalized world is important not only to be col-
lege ready but also to be career ready. In a 2017
study titled, Not Lost in Translation: the Growing
Importance of Foreign Language skills in the U.S.
Job Market, the bipartisan think tank New Amer-
ican Economy found that approximately 60% of
occupations with the highest demand for bilingual
work do not require a college degree.

The legislature and governor should require two
credits of foreign language study for high school
graduation and align the curriculum with what
state university admissions require.

Like foreign language study, CTE (Career and
Technical Education) is another area where stu-

dents have been underserved and graduation re-
quirements need to be strengthened. The authors
of No Time to Lose, the influential 2016 study
published by the National Conference of State
Legislatures, found that CTE is emerging as a hall-
mark of high-performing education systems in the
United States and internationally.

Today's CTE is a far cry from the vocational-tech-
nical education of yesteryear. The emphasis today
is on the “career” aspect, with classes that expose
high school students to business management,
fine arts, health science, legal studies, culinary
arts, and so on.

Whether students are preparing for college or plan
to go straight into the workforce, they all benefit
from CTE. Even private college preparatory schools,
like Albuquerque Academy and Santa Fe Prep, re-
quire their high school seniors to complete an in-
ternship or similar experience before graduating.
Most school districts and charter schools in New
Mexico offer some type of CTE, but CTE is not
required for every public school student in New
Mexico.

Empirical data in a report to Congress from the
U.S. Department of Education that examined CTE
and graduation rates found that that New Mexico
high school students who take at least two CTE
courses in a program area, such as film or health
care, consistently graduated at rates above 90 % —
nearly 20% higher than the statewide average of
74% . However, only about 16% of New Mexico
high school students currently complete more than
one CTE course.

The legislature and governor should require two
credits of CTE for high school graduation and en-
courage high schools to offer more CTE courses,
such as through internships in the local community.
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Current High School
Graduation Requirements

4 units in English

4 units in math

3 units in science

3.5 units in social science, including
U.S. History & Geography
World History & Geography

New Mexico History (0.5 unit)
Government & Economics
1 unit CTE or foreign language
1 unit physical education
7.5 units of electives

Sources: New Mexico Statutes Annotated 23-13-1.1.

Redesigning the high school curriculum is a zero
sum game: if required courses are added, then an
equal number of courses must be subtracted in
order to remain at the current 24 overall credits
required for graduation.

Interestingly, New Mexico is an outlier when it
comes to the number of electives required for
graduation. New Mexico currently requires stu-
dents to complete seven and a half electives to
graduate. Only one state, Florida, requires more,
at eight electives. Nevada also requires seven and
a half credits to graduate. The other 47 states re-
quire fewer credits than New Mexico, and 21
states do not require any electives.

The concept of “mandatory electives” is a bit of a
contradiction in terms, since graduation require-
ments should ideally focus on the core studies that
all students need. Students may, of course, take
more credits than the bare minimum needed to
graduate, and they may take as many electives as
their schedule allows.
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Recommendation

units in English

units in math

units in science

units in social science, including
U.S. History & Geography
World History & Geography
New Mexico History (0.5 unit)

Government & Civics (0.5 unit)
Economics (0.5 unit)
Financial Literacy (0.5 unit)
units foreign language
units CTE
unit physical education
units of electives

Adding a half credit for personal finance, two
credits for foreign language, and two credits for
CTE would add four and a half credits; however,
one of those credits is already accounted for, since
students must currently complete one credit of
either foreign language or CTE. If three and a half
required electives are subtracted, the total gradu-
ation requirements would remain constant at 24,
but would be refocused on relevant and rigorous
core subjects.

The legislature and governor should reduce the
number of required electives for graduation from
seven and a half to four.

Making all of the changes recommended here
would yield a total requirement of 20 core courses
for graduation plus four elective courses, which
can be taken in art, music, theater, dance, addi-
tional CTE, or any other courses that students find

engaging.



DEPOLITICIZE STUDENT
ASSESSMENTS

The school testing debate has raged fiercely in New
Mexico in recent years. As one of her first acts in
office, just two days after being sworn in, Gover-
nor Michelle Lujan Grisham signed an executive
order ending the PARCC (Partnership for Assess-
ment of Readiness for College and Careers) stan-
dardized testing that outgoing Governor Susana
Martinez had put into place four years earlier.
PARCC has now been replaced with NM-MSSA
(New Mexico Measures of Student Success and
Achievement).

Martinez in turn had brought in PARCC testing to
replace SBA (Standards-Based Assessments), which
was used under Governor Bill Richardson's admin-
istration.

As a result of this political tug-of-war over testing,
New Mexico students have had to take three dif-
ferent varieties of year-end assessments in the last
decade, and educators have had to adapt to a
new testing regime every few years. The constantly
changing baseline means that policymakers do not
have good longitudinal data about how New
Mexico students are performing over time. None
of this serves students.

The primary objections to standardized tests in New
Mexico have been less about the tests themselves
than about the high stakes that have frequently
been attached to them. The central criticism of the
PARCC exams, for example, was that they were
the main factor used in teacher evaluations and
school grades.

The problem with using student assessments to
punish or reward the adults in the system is that it
detracts from the core purpose of assessments: to

advance student learning. As Andre Perry, Senior
Fellow at the Brookings Institute, writes:

“Achievement tests were not designed for the purposes
of promoting or grading students, evaluating teachers,
or evaluating schools. In fact, connecting these social
functions to achievement test data corrupts what the
tests are measuring. ... When a score has been connec-
ted to a teacher’s pay or job status, educators will in-
evitably be drawn toward teaching to the test, and
schools toward hiring to the test and paying to the test,
rather than making sure students get the well-rounded

education they deserve.”

What if we redesigned the state assessment sys-
tem with student learning at the center?

A certain level of student testing is mandated by
federal law. Since 1969, Congress has required
students to participate in the National Assessment
of Educational Progress (NAEP), known as the
Nation's Report Card. NAEP exams test fourth,
eighth, and twelfth grade students in math, read-
ing, science and writing, among other subjects. The
same tests are given nationwide, making NAEP
the only assessment that allows for apples-to-
apples comparisons of student performance be-
tween states.

In addition, under the Every Child Succeeds Act
(ESSA, which replaced No Child Left Behind),
states must test reading and math every year in
grades 3-8 and once in grades 10-12, as well as
science once in grades 3-5, once in grades 6-9
and once in grades 10-12. However, states have
the option to choose the exams they administer to
meet these testing requirements. New Mexico has
complied with these federal requirements with
the year-end SBA-PARCC-MSSA tests that have
changed every time a new governor is elected.
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Why should an
unusual guy
like me
be given a
standardized test?

Student assessments should center the goal of student learning.
lllustration by Andrew Toos, courtesy Cartoonstock C5436375.

New Mexico is not the only state that has experi-
enced controversy and pushback over its testing
regime. Interestingly, Florida, one of the first states
to embrace high-stakes testing, has recently
become a leader in the movement to de-empha-
size single, year-end, “summative” tests. During
the 2022 legislative session, the Florida legislature
and governor enacted a law replacing summative
tests with interim assessments, a series of three
shorter tests given to students at the beginning,
middle, and end of the school year. (The third and
final of these assessments satisfies Florida's federal
testing requirements under ESSA.)

Interim assessments have several advantages over
summative exams. First, they can give students,
teachers, parents, and principals timely feedback
about how students are doing as the school year
progresses. Teachers can use this data to identify

47 Think New Mexico

students in need of intervention, and adjust their
instruction to address gaps in student proficiency.
By contrast, a single major test at the end of the
year provides that information far too late for any
course correction.

Interim assessments also have the potential to pro-
vide a better window into student growth over the
course of a year, which in turn also gives teachers
and principals a better sense of how teachers are
doing in terms of growing their students’ skills and
knowledge during the year.

Finally, interim assessments reduce the stakes and
stress of tests for students by spreading out testing
into several shorter exam periods over the course
of the year, rather than concentrating preparation
and test-taking into a marathon session at the end
of the year. They also have the potential to reduce
testing time: Florida hopes that its new regime will
reduce total testing time by as much as 75%.

Florida is not alone in seeking a better way to use
assessments to advance student learning. Louis-
iana and Georgia have also launched pilot projects
of replacing summative testing with interim testing.

During the spring of 2020, as students and teach-
ers struggled to adjust to remote learning during
the early months of the pandemic, the U.S. De-
partment of Education temporarily waived testing
requirements, and the percent of New Mexico stu-
dents taking year-end summative tests fell from
95% to 10%. The following year, as some testing
requirements began to return, PED Secretary Kurt
Steinhaus issued a memo requiring school districts
to administer interim tests at the middle and end
of the 2021-2022 school year in order to meet the
federal standards.



The reform the state embraced out of necessity
during the pandemic shows promise as a better way
to do student assessments. At a legislative com-
mittee hearing in late 2021, Secretary Steinhaus
testified that he would like to see New Mexico
permanently “move from a single, end-of-year
summative assessment to a statewide, three times
a year—beginning, middle, and end of the year—
assessment, where the teachers, the parents, and
you in the legislature get data pretty quickly after
that test.”

PED is currently allowing school districts to opt in
to interim assessments, but those would be in
addition to the summative assessments, which the
state still requires. Adding interim exams rather
than using them in place of a single summative
test risks increasing total testing time rather than
decreasing it. By contrast, an initial PED analysis
estimated that switching from summative to inter-
im tests could reduce testing time by six to nine
hours annually, or around a day to a day and a half
of the ten days that students currently spend test-
ing. (As discussed in the section of this report on
optimizing time for teaching and learning, it is
crucial to make the most of every hour students
spend in school.)

The legislature and governor should update New
Mexico's assessment law to replace the summa-
tive assessment with interim assessments, and re-
quire that teachers, parents, and students receive
the results of those interim assessments in a
timely manner so that they can act on them.

Beyond shifting from a summative to an interim
testing regime, one other reform that would help
drain the politics out of student testing would be
to make it more difficult to change the tests on a
political whim.

Under the current law, the Public Education De-
partment has the sole discretion to select the state's
exams, and since the PED Secretary is appointed
by the governor, student assessments can—and
have —changed with every new governor.

A better system would be to require stakeholder
input and thoughtful analysis before tests are re-
placed. This could be accomplished by establishing
a process in law that must be followed before a
state assessment is replaced. The test-selection
process should involve notice and a public hearing
and comment period, as well as an evaluation by
an independent third-party organization that
examines how well the existing assessment is
achieving goals such as fairness, accuracy, equity,
and cultural responsiveness, as well as potential im-
provements and alternatives.

The legislature and governor should enact a law
establishing a thorough, merit-based process that
must be followed before state assessments are
changed.
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HOW TO PAY FOR THESE
REFORMS

Several of the reforms outlined in this report have
no cost associated with them and simply require
the political will to enact them. These include, for
example, streamlining the processes for closing
underperforming charter schools and replicating
high-performing ones.

Other reforms would actually save taxpayer dollars
while improving student outcomes, like deconsoli-
dating the Albuquerque Public School District.

However, it should be acknowledged that several
of the reforms outlined in this report would require
millions of dollars in recurring revenues, such as
expanding residencies for teachers and principals,
and increasing principal salaries.

We estimate that the net cost of all of the reforms
described here would be between $65-$85 million
annually. Yet if legislators and the governor desire to
enact them, that price tag should not be a barrier.

First, the costliest reform recommended in this re-
port, extending the instructional hours for stu-
dents, is already being paid for as part of the
annual education budget. Those dollars are being
appropriated but not spent. Nearly $400 million
was returned to the state last year for all of the
extended learning time programs that school dis-
tricts declined to implement. In the coming year,
those appropriations have been scaled back, but
the Legislative Finance Committee (LFC) still esti-
mates that $130 million will not be spent.

In addition, right now state coffers are overflowing
with new revenue. Legislators and the governor
are projected to have an additional $2.45 billion
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Sources of Funds for
Education Reform

New Revenues $2.45 billion

Funds Appropriated for $130 million
Extended Learning
but not spent

Dollars Being Spent on

$100 million
Administration that

could be reallocated

to the classroom

New Funds from $84 million

Constitutional
Amendment 1

Source: Compiled by Think New Mexico.

dollars of new revenues to spend in the budget
year that starts in July 2023, according to estimates
by state legislative and executive branch econo-
mists in August 2022 (shortly before this report
went to press).

These funds do not include the additional rev-
enues that would be generated by Constitutional
Amendment 1, which is on the ballot for the
November 2022 election and likely to pass based
on polling. Specifically, Constitutional Amendment
1 would increase the amount that the state re-
ceives from its $25.5 billion Land Grant Perma-
nent Fund from 5% to 6.25% a year, resulting in
approximately $211 million annually in additional
revenues for public education.

Constitutional Amendment 1 is often referred to as
the “early childhood amendment,” but only 60%
of the revenues that it would produce are ear-
marked for early childhood services. The other
40%, or an estimated $84.4 million, is designated



for “enhanced instruction for students at risk of
failure, extending the school year and public school
teacher compensation.” That language is consis-
tent with the reforms detailed in this report, and
$84 million is close to our best estimate of what,
at most, the whole package of reforms described
in this report would cost.

The Legislature and the Governor should use the
approximately $84 million of new monies likely to
be generated from the passage of Constitutional
Amendment 1 and targeted for at-risk students to
pay for the recurring expenses of the recommen-
dations in this report.

New Mexico is currently spending $3.7 billion in
this fiscal year on K-12 education, but a lot of that
money is not being spent as effectively as it could
be, as Think New Mexico documented in our 2017
policy report, Improving our Public Schools by Re-
allocating Dollars from Administration to the Class-
room. In that report, we described how the state
could shift $100 million from school district central
administration to the classroom.

Independent analyses from Education Week, Forbes,
Kids Count, WalletHub, and U.S. News and World
Report have each recently ranked New Mexico last
in the nation for education quality, yet the U.S.
Census Bureau ranks New Mexico 36th in the na-
tion for per pupil spending at $11,332 in 2020, the
last year for which nationwide data is available.

As we concluded in our 2017 report, what matters
is not just how much the state spends on educa-
tion, but how well that money is spent.

Our 2017 findings were reinforced by a 2020
analysis by the LFC. The LFC study revealed that
between 2007 and 2019, school district central
and general administration grew by 55%, while
spending on instruction and student support grew
by just 19-20%.

Growth in Categories of NM
Public School Operational
Funding 2007-2019

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

General  Student Instruction  Principals
& Central Support
Admin

Source: Legislative Finance Committee, 2020.

In other words, during this 12-year time period,
spending on school district administration in New
Mexico grew nearly three times faster than the
rate of growth in school and classroom spending!

Classroom spending includes instruction, instruc-
tional support, and student support: the teachers,
educational assistants, librarians, counselors, social
workers, school psychologists, nurses, and coaches
who work directly with students every day. Every
dollar going to administration is not going to them.
(We also consider principals to be part of class-
room spending, although they are technically clas-
sified as “school administration” — the category of
education spending that has grown most slowly in
New Mexico over the past dozen years.)

This disturbing pattern of spending over a long
period of time is especially tragic when one con-
siders that allocating a higher amount of total op-
erational dollars to instruction leads to higher
student outcomes. This has been the conclusion of
numerous studies over decades, including most re-

Think New Mexico 50



cently a 2018 study by researchers at Lamar Uni-
versity who examined the relationship between
school district spending on instruction and state
exam scores in school districts across Texas.

As mentioned throughout this report, Judge Sarah
Singleton ruled in the 2018 Yazzie-Martinez case
that New Mexico has not properly funded the edu-
cation of the state’s at-risk children. In response to
this decision, the legislature and governor em-
barked on a historic increase in state education
funding that was labeled a “moonshot for educa-
tion."” Unfortunately, because of budget decisions
by many school boards and superintendents, not
enough of that money has made its way to prin-
cipals, teachers, and students in New Mexico's
schools and classrooms.

Senate Memorial 30, drafted by Think New Mexico
and passed unanimously in 2022, seeks to change
that. Senate Memorial 30 directs the LFC to re-
search the causes behind the concerning growth
of central administrative spending and to develop
legislation to make sure that more new funding
goes to the schools and classrooms where it can
make the greatest impact on student outcomes.

States ranging from blue lllinois to red Oklahoma
have enacted laws to maximize the amount of
their education budgets that are reaching teach-
ers, principals, and students in schools and class-
rooms. It is time that New Mexico joins them.

In order for this reform to succeed, the PED needs
to exercise better budget oversight of districts and
charter schools and reject budgets that grow ad-
ministration spending faster than school and
classroom spending. As Judge Singleton noted in
the Yazzie-Martinez decision:
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“PED fails to exercise its authority over the districts to
require that the money that is allocated is used for
programs known to advance the educational opportu-

nities for at-risk students.

Reforms to the current system of financing public edu-
cation and managing schools should ... include a sys-
tem of accountability to measure whether the pro-
grams and services actually provide the opportunity
for a sound basic education and to assure that the
local districts are spending the funds provided in a
way that efficiently and effectively meets the needs of

at-risk students.”

The legislature and governor should require the
PED to reject school district and charter school
budgets that grow central office administration
spending faster than spending at the school sites.

If the PED is unable or unwilling to exercise this
authority, then that power should be given to the
Department of Finance and Administration, which
oversees budgets for every agency in the state
other than the schools.

The money is there to pay for every reform
described in this report, and these reforms will
deliver a strong return on investment in improved
student performance and outcomes.



CONCLUSION

If we follow the roadmap laid out in this report,
our destination will be a New Mexico public school
system that looks very different from the status
quo in which we consistently rank last in the nation
for education quality.

The school year will last long enough for educators
to teach a rigorous and relevant curriculum, with
extra time for early literacy programs and high
school classes that prepare students for higher
education and careers that benefit themselves and
their communities.

Teachers and principals will enter their jobs with
extensive, hands-on training in the skills they need
to succeed, from colleges of education providing
cutting-edge, evidence-based programs to year-
long residencies with master teachers and princi-
pals. Once they enter their careers, teachers and
principals will be well-paid and will receive contin-
uing support and training from school board mem-
bers and superintendents who are laser-focused
on student achievement.

School districts, schools, and classes will be small
enough to provide safe, personalized learning en-
vironments that prevent children from falling
through the cracks. Charter schools will focus on
providing the most at-risk children with specialized
education in every corner of the New Mexico.

Fair and consistent assessments will accurately track
student learning and identify what is working and
where more resources need to be invested. A larger
proportion of the state taxpayer dollars appropri-
ated for education will be spent at the school sites
and classrooms where the teaching and learning
take place.

Most importantly, New Mexico's student profi-
ciency will be on an upward trajectory, with each
year showing new progress, just as Mississippi has
achieved. This will change the expectations that
New Mexicans have for their schools, creating a
virtuous cycle in which we come to expect high
achievement and continued advancements in stu-
dent success.

All of the reforms proposed in this report are inter-
dependent, and each of them amplifies the effec-
tiveness of the others. In improving our public
schools, the whole is truly more than the sum of
its parts.

The thread that ties each of these recommenda-
tions together is that they put the academic needs
of children above all other interests.

As the Yazzie-Martinez ruling made clear, New
Mexico's children have a constitutional right to a
better education than the one they are currently
receiving. Fulfilling this obligation is a moral
imperative. It is also an economic necessity, as stu-
dents need a high-quality education in order to
pursue careers that will support their families, and
all New Mexicans need an educated workforce to
strengthen and diversify our economy.

We owe it to New Mexico's children to rethink
and reform the public school system so that every
one of them has the opportunity to succeed.
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Morales, School Board Member, Roswell Independent Schools; Cynthia Nava, former Chair,
Senate Education Committee and former Superintendent, Gadsden Independent Schools;
Kayli Ortiz, Teacher, Reserve Independent School District; Matthew Pahl, Executive
Director, Public Charter Schools of New Mexico; Aimee Parra, Network Coordinator, Teach
Plus New Mexico; Jade Rivera, Executive Director, Albuquerque Collegiate Charter School,
Joaquin Romero, parent, Santa Fe; Isaac Rivas-Savell, Head of School, Voz Collegiate
Preparatory Charter School; Stan Rounds, Executive Director, New Mexico Coalition of
Educational Leaders; Charles Sallee, Deputy Director for Budget, Legislative Finance
Committee; Matthias Sayer, parent, Santa Fe; Channell Segura, former Superintendent,
Truth or Consequences Muncipal Schools and current Chief of Schools, Albuquerque Public
Schools; Rachael Sewards, Head of School, Solare Collegiate Charter School; Steve Sianez,
Director of Government Relations, National Education Association of New Mexico; Kurt
Steinhaus, Secretary, Public Education Department Kodi Sumpter, Des Moines Municipal
Schools; Gwen Warniment, Director, Legislative Education Study Committee; Michael
Weinberg, Education Policy Officer, Thornburg Foundation
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