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High School Graduation 
Summary 
New Mexico made notable progress in boosting graduation rates since LFC last 
evaluated the issue—increasing the graduation rate 6.9 percent, from 69.3 percent in 
2014 to 76.2 percent in 2022. Despite this progress, New Mexico is among the lowest-
ranking states in the nation in high school graduation, with students tending to drop 

out in ninth and 10th grades. The 2021 New Mexico graduation rate 
exceeds only that of Arizona and the District of Columbia and falls well 
short of the national average of 86.1 percent. As of 2021, New Mexico 
would need 2,065 additional students to graduate to match the national 
graduation rate. 
 
Evidence shows that chronic absenteeism and low academic proficiency 
negatively impact graduation rates. Chronic absenteeism has spiked in 
New Mexico and nationwide since 2020, with ninth and 10th graders 
becoming the most likely among New Mexican high school students to 
miss classes. Too few New Mexican students are proficient in language 
arts, math, and science, with relatively flat assessment scores even 
while graduation rates have gradually risen.  
 
While New Mexico has invested heavily in career technical education 
(CTE) initiatives, including a state-developed “innovation zones” pilot 
and a variety of other programs in recent years, these programs are 
relatively new and have not been thoroughly vetted for their impact on 
New Mexico graduation rates. 

 
The Legislature, the Public Education Department (PED) and districts should invest 
in efforts to improve graduation rates through improving proficiency and addressing 
chronic absenteeism. In addition, programs meant to support graduation should be 
evaluated in the context of New Mexico, and their impact on at-risk students, English 
language learners, and other marginalized students in line with the findings of the 
Martinez-Yazzie case. 

The Evaluation: The 2014 
LFC program evaluation, Cost 
Effective Options for Increasing 
High School Graduation and 
Improving Adult Education, 
assessed various strategies to 
increase the number of adults in 
New Mexico with a high school 
credential including dropout 
prevention and recovery efforts, 
and adult basic education 
programs.  

Three of the 2014 evaluation’s five 
recommendations that relate to 
this progress report have been 
implemented or progressed 
toward implementation.   
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New Mexico has Made Progress in Improving 
Graduation Rates, but 2,065 Students Must 
Graduate to Reach National Average   
 
While the state’s graduation rate remains far below the national average, the 
gap has contracted over the last decade. This narrowing graduation rate gap, 
combined with overall decreasing K-12 enrollment in the state, has meant New 
Mexico needs to graduate only 2,065 additional students now to meet the 
national average graduation rate.   
 
Efforts to boost high school graduation rates in New Mexico have 
successfully raised the graduation rate, but not enough to move from the 
bottom of national rankings. New Mexico registered a graduation rate for 
the school year ending in spring 2022 of 76.2 percent, a mark that is 6.9 points 
higher than 2014, the year LFC last conducted a full evaluation of this issue. 
That increase is large, even compared with progress made by other states, and 
helped close the gap between New Mexico’s performance and that of the 
national average. Chart 1 and Chart 2 show this point graphically in two ways. 
Chart 1 shows both the U.S. and New Mexico graduation rates since 2014 and 
illustrates the gap between the two rates has shrunk since 2014. Chart 2 
displays this difference or gap declining steadily from 2014 to 2021. Both help 
underscore that New Mexico has made notable gains in graduation rates 
against peer states. 
 
Progress aside, New Mexico ranks low compared with other states and 
struggles to graduate at-risk students. Though New Mexico has been 
among the most improved states in high school graduation rates over the last 
decade, all but four states also improved their rates, with the average rising 7.1 
percent. The net result is the improvement in graduation rate has not translated 
to a much higher ranking relative to other states. In 2021, New Mexico’s high 
school graduation rate ranked 49th against the 50 states and the District of 
Columbia—only one spot better than in 2014. In addition, African American 
and Native American students graduate at persistently lower rates than their 
peers in New Mexico. Also, in line with national trends, male students graduate 
at persistently lower rates than female students, as shown in Chart 5. Though 
the difference has diminished somewhat over time, the overall persistence of 
this observation suggests the state’s future efforts may need to address the 
specific challenges confronting males. 
 
Similarly, as reported in a 2023 LFC progress report on special education, 
students with disabilities in the state had a 2022 high school graduation rate of 
only 67 percent. New Mexico could have met the national average graduation 
rate for students with disabilities with an additional 153 graduates statewide.  
 
The state of New Mexico and its citizens will realize substantial benefits 
from the increase in the graduation rate. Completing a high school diploma 
results in many personal and societal benefits. First, high school graduates 
make more money. In 2022, individuals with no high school diploma in New 
Mexico earned an average of $26.4 thousand. Those who had completed high 
school made $32 thousand on average—21 percent more. As shown in Table 
1, these benefits accrue as individuals complete higher levels of education, all 
predicated on first completing high school.  
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Second, the jobs available now and into the future will require higher levels of 
education. A study by the Georgetown University Center on Education and the 
Workforce projects, by 2031 about 72 percent of jobs will require at least a 
secondary education. The greatest growth in job demand is likely to occur in 
education, STEM, healthcare, and business services—all industries that 
typically require more than a high school diploma.  
 
Third, high school graduates are less likely to commit crimes. Research shows 
attending quality schools reduces the likelihood of arrest as an adult. Other 
researchers at the London School of Economics showed from 1980 to 2010 in 
the U.S., dropout age reforms reduced criminality. In studying the reasons 
behind this observation, the authors noted it was both because students are in 
school and therefore not engaged in a life of crime and have improved labor 
market prospects and participation. 
 
Fourth, high school graduates use fewer social services, resulting in cost 
savings for the state. Pew Research data show individuals without a high 
school diploma made up 8.9 percent of the U.S. population and 23.4 percent 
of Supplementary Nutritional Assistance Program recipients in 2020. In 
summary, both short- and long-term benefits for individuals and the state result 
from improved graduation rates. 
 
Raising New Mexico’s graduation rate to the national average by 
graduating 2,065 more students annually would produce over $626.2 
million in net benefits to New Mexico over the lifetime of these students. 
Each additional high school graduate produces roughly $303 thousand in net 
benefits. Using New Mexico data, the New Mexico Results First cost-benefit 
model suggests each high school graduate in New Mexico produces 
considerable net benefits, including almost $60 thousand to taxpayers and 
other beneficiaries and $195 thousand to participants, compared to non-
graduates. If New Mexico were to increase the state’s four-year graduation rate 
to match the national average, an additional 2,065 students annually, the state 
would experience net benefits of over $626.2 million for each cohort year 
increase over the students’ lifetimes. 
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Table 2. Results First: Benefits of Each 
Additional High School Graduate in New 

Mexico  
Benefits to Participants $195,338  
Benefits to Tax Payers $59,847  
Other Benefits $111,203  
Total Benefit $366,389  
Total Costs ($63,124) 
Total Benefits-Costs (net benefits) $303,265  

Source: New Mexico Results First 
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Table 1. Average New 
Mexico Income by Highest 

Degree Attained 
 2022 

Highest Degree 
Attained 

Average 
Income 

No high school 
degree  $26,396  
High School Degree  $31,961  
Associate's Degree  $39,701  
Bachelor's Degree  $55,322  
Advanced Degree  $73,105  

Source: National Center for Education 
Statistics 
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Nationally, Students who Drop Out Tend to 
Have Poor Attendance and Low Proficiency  
 
Dropout rates are strongly associated with chronic absenteeism in early high 
school grades. According to the Utah Education Policy Center, chronically 
absent students who miss 10 percent or more of the school year are 5.5 times 
more likely to drop out than their non-chronically absent peers. An earlier 
study of Chicago Public Schools noted that ninth-grade attendance was a better 
predictor of high school graduation than eighth-grade test scores.i 
Additionally, advocates of high school graduation have learned that 
“attendance, behavior, and course completion” are powerful indicators of high 
school completion.ii  
 
Similarly, academic proficiency is related to graduation, but the relationship 
between the two is complicated by the facts that 1) many nonproficient 
students as measured by standardized assessments, are eventually awarded 
high school diplomas, and 2) that since 2019, PED has regularly changed what 
it means for students to demonstrate competency in order to graduate.  
 
Chronic absenteeism among ninth and 10th graders spiked 
starting in 2021, and research suggests this spike will negatively 
impact the state’s high school graduation rate in upcoming years. 
 
PED reports statewide chronic absenteeism rose from 16 percent in 2019-2020 
to 41 percent in 2021-2022 and dipped slightly to 39 percent in 2022-2023. 
During the same period, despite spiking absenteeism, the state graduation rate 
remained relatively flat at close to 76 percent (though the rate has risen steadily 
since registering 68.5 percent in 2015). Timing may partly explain the 
disconnect between chronic absenteeism and high school graduation rates. As 
is evident in both charts, the rise in chronic absenteeism became most 
pronounced in the years of the pandemic. This means that only a small 
proportion of absent students would have had a chance to graduate (or not) at 
present. This further suggests that the effects of this spike in chronic 
absenteeism have yet to manifest in the data on graduation. Note in Charts 6 
and 7 the rises in absenteeism have struck both large high schools and smaller 
charter high schools, though charter schools had some exceptions to the trend. 
LFC staff plan to further investigate the impact of chronic absenteeism in New 
Mexico on a number of educational outcomes, including high school 
graduation, in the 2024 interim.  
 
Students in the ninth grade have, since 2020, become most likely to be 
chronically absent among high school grade levels in New Mexico. 
Chronic absenteeism rose from 16 percent in 2019-2020 to 41 percent in 2021-
2022 and 39 percent in 2022-2023 across all students in New Mexico. 
However, the absences are not evenly distributed. Chart 9 shows chronic 
absentee rates by grade among New Mexico high school students (chronically 
absent students are defined by the Attendance for Success Act as students who 
miss 10 percent or more of school days or classes after having been enrolled 
for at least 10 days).  
 
There are several important points about the problem of chronic absenteeism 
and the potential for its impact on high school graduation rates in the future 
that emerge from this data. First, chronic absenteeism is increasing for all high 
school grades, with a major increase taking place in the years of the pandemic. 
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Chart 7. Chronic 
Absenteeism at Select 

Charter High Schools in 
New Mexico

East Mountain High School

Siembra Leadership High School

Technology Leadership High School

ACE Leadership High School

Gordon Bernell Charter School

New America School-New Mexico

Albuquerque Charter Academy

(The) MASTERS Program Early College
Charter School Source: PED



 

Progress Report: High School Graduation | January 15, 2024 5 

 

Second, all rates shown exceed their respective year’s state averages. This 
means high school students are leading the way among public school students 
in absences. Third, there has been a shift between the most likely to be absent 
grades. Note that the dark blue, orange, and gray bars in Chart 9 are the 
smallest for ninth grade—meaning that from 2017-2018 to 2019-2020, ninth 
graders were the least likely among high school grade levels to be chronically 
absent. This trend has reversed in the last two school years for which the data 
is available. The light blue and green bars are largest for ninth grade, meaning 
that ninth graders were more likely to be chronically absent in 2021-2022 and 
2022-2023 than their high school peers. The inverse is (mostly) true for 12th 
graders, who, despite overall rising absenteeism, are recently less likely than 
their peers to be chronically absent. This is a potential problem for New 
Mexico’s graduation rates in upcoming years. The most recent classes of 
students entering high school have been absent more than their immediate 
predecessors and more than any other grade level.  
 
Less than proficient students graduate, but graduates are 
proficient at much higher rates.  
 
In 2022 only 34 percent of ninth graders are proficient at English language arts 
and 25 percent are proficient in math, far fewer than eventually go on to 
graduate. However, academic proficiency is still a meaningful indicator of 
potential graduation. Of all students, those who eventually graduated were 
about  twice as likely to have been proficient in ninth-grade testing as shown 
in Table 3.  
 
 
 
 
 
The gap between the performance of Native and Hispanic students in 
proficiency rates has held across time with only minor changes year over year. 
Further, though Hispanic students graduate at roughly the state average, Native 
American students continue to graduate at lower rates than their peers. This is 
likely in part because Hispanic students consistently constitute more than 60 
percent of the high school population, and thus drive the graduation rate. 
Native American students make up a smaller fraction, and as shown in Chart 
10, have lagged behind their Hispanic and other peers.  
 
However, the gap between the Native American and all-student graduation rate 
has narrowed since 2017. This improvement coincided with a sustained 
increase in public school funding, and funding for at-risk students that emerged 
from the 2003 Indian Education Act, and later in response to the 2018 
Martinez-Yazzie court ruling. A 2021 LFC progress report helped clarify 
potentially effective actions to improve educational outcomes, and the 
Martinez-Yazzie ruling further motivated targeted policy changes. The 
progress report noted, though the state is investing significant financial 
resources in addressing shortcomings, a history of understaffing in PED’s 
Indian Education Division, difficulties with utilizing funding including the 
Indian education fund, and with local collaboration at the district level, 
increasing district fund balances, and challenges with ensuring funds are 
aligned to specific, targeted outcomes have resulted in a system that has not 
served Native American students in a comprehensive and coordinated manner. 
Even though the gap has narrowed, both measures of proficiency and 

Table 3. Ninth Grade ELA and ALG Proficiency 
2021 Cohort Percent ELA Proficient Percent ALG 01 Proficient 

Graduates 34.39 17.43 
Non-Graduates 13.25 6.79 
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graduation rates show that Native American students in New Mexico continue 
to struggle relative to their peers, and that the efforts put into place by the 
Indian Education Act and the Martinez-Yazzie ruling should continue.  
 
PED has not tracked the impacts of changes in the “demonstration of 
competence” requirement for high school graduation. The details of the 
demonstration of competence have been in flux since 2019. Prior to the 2019-
2020 school year, students were required to both complete coursework, and 
complete either a primary demonstration of competence, or submit a waiver to 
PED to complete an alternative demonstration of competence. Options for the 
primary demonstration of competence included only the Standard Based 
Assessment (SBA), Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and 
Careers (PARCC), or Transition assessments. After the 2019-2020 school year, 
there were no longer “primary” or “alternative” demonstrations. Instead, 
students could choose from a menu of options without any waivers. These 
options included the SBA, PARCC, and Transition as well as other national 
tests such as the SAT or ACT. The 2020 cohort could have chosen to complete 
a “locally determined demonstration of competence.”  The 2021 cohort would 
have had the same option, but due to pandemic-related disruptions, coursework 
completion was allowed to demonstrate competence. The 2022 and 2023 
cohorts were given the same exemption and allowed to use coursework 
completion to demonstrate competence. The 2024 cohort will benefit from the 
same exemption but must take the Title I assessments. The full demonstration 
of competence, including both Title I assessments and demonstrations of 
competence in reading, writing, math, science, and social studies, will be once 
again required for the class of 2025.  
 
It is unclear to what extent the relaxation of requirements to demonstrate 
competence for cohorts from 2021-2023 affected graduation rates. Local 
Education Agencies (LEAs) and PED could not provide comprehensive data 
to shed light on how intensively students used alternative demonstrations 
before 2019, or the numbers or percentages of students who took advantage of 
each menu option in 2020. A statutory change in 2007 that took effect in the 
2011 school year allowing students to demonstrate competency for high school 
graduation through alternative demonstrations of competency likely 
contributed to increased graduation rates, but the effect of the more recent 
changes is unclear and PED indicates they do not collect data to track the 
effects of such changes. Chart 12 shows a snapshot of three years after the 
change was implemented and shows the graduation rate increased and college 
remediation rates decreased.    
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Students Tend to Drop Out Because of Early 
Difficulties and not Because of Total Unit 
Requirements 
 
State law sets the standards necessary for a student to graduate high school, 
including the number of credit hours, types of credits, and level of competence. 
Compared to most other states, New Mexico requires students to pass more 
credits, and, as a result, some policymakers have focused on lessening the 
credit requirements to improve graduation. However, most students who drop 
out of high school do so in their first or second years, indicating they struggle 
long before hitting credit requirements.  
 
New Mexico has the fifth-highest unit 
requirement for high school graduation in 
the United States. In the 2023 session, the 
Legislature passed House Bill 126 to lower 
the total units and the breakdown of those 
units for high school graduation. While 
current statute requires 24 units for high 
school graduation, House Bill 126 would 
have reduced the total required units to 22 by 
reducing elective units, and adding two units 
at the discretion of local districts. It also 
changed the makeup of required core courses, 
including removing the requirement for 
Algebra II. Table 4 summarizes both the 
current graduation requirements and the 
changes proposed by House Bill 126. 
 
The governor vetoed House Bill 126, leaving 
the 24-unit graduation requirement in place, 
noting in House Executive Message No. 21 
that removing the workplace readiness and 
the honors, advanced placement, and 
distance-learning requirements in addition to 
the reduction of total credits “weakens 
graduation requirements.” The veto leaves 
New Mexico tied with 10 other states for the 
fifth-highest unit requirement for high school 
graduation by state in the United States. 
Though the lower requirements might have 
accomplished slightly increased graduation 
rates, academic research has indicated high 
school dropouts can be identified with data-
driven tools as early as ninth grade. This 
suggests adjustments to the composition of 
required units—especially of math 
requirements—may be more effective than 
simple reductions. The governor also cited 
the unit requirement first as the justification 
for a veto of House Bill 126, though the message also voiced concerns about 
no longer requiring courses in career readiness, language courses, and the 
requirement of one course in dual credit, honors, advanced placement or 
distance learning, and the proposed reduction in physical education.  

Table 4. House Bill 126 Proposed Graduation Requirement 
Changes 2023 

Academic 
Subject 

Current Graduation 
Requirements (in units) Proposed Changes (in units) 

English 4 

4                                                       
English Language 

Development, CTE, & WBL 
may apply 

Math 
4                                                  

Including Algebra II or higher 

4                                                      
Including Algebra I and 

Geometry, CTE may apply; 
Algebra II must be offered 

Science 
3                                                              

2 must include lab 

3                                                              
2 labs, CTE and WBL may 

apply 

Social Studies 

3.5                                                               
U.S. History, World History, 
Government and Econ., and 

.5 units of NM history 

 4 
Must include U.S. history & 
geography, including NM 

history; government & 
economics/personal financial 
literacy, including civics; and 
world history & geography 

Physical 
Education and 
Health 1 

.5 Physical Education                                               
.5 Health 

Electives 7.5 

4                                                  
Including 2 unit pathway in 
non-English language, fine 
arts, health, military, CTE, 
community learning with 

capstone or 2 units of WBL 
Career 
Cluster, 
Workplace 
Readiness, or 
a Language 
other than 
English 1 0 

Additional 
Requirements 

1                                                           
AP, honors, dual-credit, or 
distance learning; health is 

required but can be offered in 
Middle School or High School 

Dual credit must continue to be 
offered along with program of 

distance learning 

Local 
Discretion 0 

2                                                           
Must meet academic and 

performance standards; can 
be electives or core 

competencies 
Total Units 24 22 

  Source: LESC 
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As part of this progress report, LFC staff visited seven high schools across the 
state, including both high- and low-performers in terms of graduation rates. In 
those site visits, principals, counselors, and others largely agreed with the 
governor’s concern that reducing the number of credits would potentially 
impact the quality of education students receive in New Mexico. However, 
officials at these schools also argued the number of credits generally did not 
prevent students from graduating. Instead, many of the educators LFC spoke 
with cited external factors and noted most students graduate with more than 
24 units, and most that drop out have far fewer than 24 credits.  
 
New Mexico high school students are more likely to drop out early in 
their high school careers. Chart 13 shows over two-thirds of those who drop 
out have done so by the end of 10th grade. This lends some quantitative support 
to arguments made by officials during the LFC site visits. Principals and 
counselors pointed out that most students who leave do so well before coming 
near total unit requirements. As such, reductions to the unit requirements 
currently in New Mexico law, as proposed in 2023, are unlikely to improve 
graduation rates substantially. 
 
New Mexico is among a minority of states that require Algebra II to 
graduate. High school and district officials at LFC site visits consistently 
argued the Algebra II requirement poses the most significant challenge to 
students. House Bill 126 from 2023 would have reduced the requirement of all 
students completing Algebra II to only requiring Algebra I while offering (but 
not requiring) Algebra II to those interested or ready. Multiple school officials 
argued any re-structuring of graduation requirements should support student 
achievement in algebra as it is tied to success on the SAT, which builds on 
concepts practiced in algebra.  
 
In 2022 only 12 states required Algebra II for graduation. Among the top 10 
ranked states in U.S. News and World Report’s 2023-2024 “Best High School 
Rankings” by state, only one, Massachusetts, requires Algebra II. Among the 
top 20, only Washington D.C. and Delaware also require Algebra II. 
Graduation data from 2021 shows states with an Algebra II requirement had 
an average graduation rate of 84 percent, lower than the national average of 
86.1 percent. While this difference does not conclusively show that removing 
the Algebra II requirement will improve graduation rates in New Mexico, the 
evidence shows states with higher graduation rates, and with higher overall 
national rankings by and large do not require Algebra II for graduation. 
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Districts use a Variety of Programs and 
Strategies to Prevent and Reengage 
Dropouts to Mixed Results 
 
New Mexico high schools fund and participate in a variety of evidence-based 
programs aimed at improving graduation rates. Table 5 lists some of the major 
programs at work in New Mexico high schools that are associated with higher 
graduation rates. While some programs are highly targeted, such as dropout 
prevention for teen mothers, others are available to nearly all public high 
school students, such as CTE.  
 

Table 5. Effective Programs for Improving High School Graduation Rates 
  

Program 
2022/2023 
Enrollment Costs/Expenditures Notes 

Alternative High Schools 3,512  Not Reported  
Attendance Interventions N/A  Not Reported  
AVID 4,051 Not Reported  
Career Academies N/A Not Reported  
Charter Schools 11,354  Not Reported  
Community Schools 6,846  $10 million  *FY24 Appropriation 

Career Technical Education (CTE) 67,755  $40 million *FY24 Appropriation 
Dropout Prevention for Teen Mothers 300  $308.7 thousand *GRADS Program; Expenditures from OBMS 
Dropout Prevention Programs  N/A  Not Reported  
Dual Enrollment Programs 19,669  Not Reported  
Early College High School 3,191  Not Reported  
Later Middle School and High School Start 
Times N/A Not Reported  
Mentoring Programs for HS Graduation N/A Not Reported  

Source: LFC Files 
 
The growth in the number and reach of these programs, all of which have been 
tested in other states for their effectiveness in improving graduation rates, 
could be one of the drivers of improving graduation rates in New Mexico. 
However, neither PED nor districts systematically track outcomes from 
participation in these programs, nor do they often even track participation in 
or expenditures on the programs.  
 
As reported in the 2014 program evaluation, the Washington Institute for 
Public Policy, Institute of Educational Sciences, and Wilson & Tanner-Smith 
both identify evidence-based programs that reduce student dropouts. Across 
studies, alternative education programs, mentoring or counseling, vocational 
training, college-oriented programming, and case management were 
consistently associated with reductions in truancy and dropout. Several other 
interventions, including alternative schools, academic remediation, youth 
development programs, and attendance monitoring, demonstrated mixed 
results when rigorously evaluated.   
 

Table 6. Effective Programs for Improving High School Graduation Rates 
Program Rating Clearinghouse Local Examples 

Alternative High 
Schools Scientifically Supported What Works for Health 

Gadsden - Desert Pride 
Academy 

Attendance 
Interventions Scientifically Supported What Works for Health AFSA 

AVID 
Tier 2 - Moderate 
Support 

What Works 
Clearinghouse Capital High School 

Career Academies 
Scientifically Supported, 
Top Tier 

What Works for Health, 
Social Programs that 
Work 

Destinations Career 
Academy - Gallup 
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Charter Schools Mixed Evidence What Works for Health 
ACE Leadership High 
School 

Community Schools Scientifically Supported What Works for Health Rio Grande High School 
Career Technical 
Education (CTE) Scientifically Supported What Works for Health 

Gadsden Independent 
Schools 

Dropout Prevention for 
Teen Mothers Scientifically Supported What Works for Health Desert Pride Academy 
Dropout Prevention 
Programs Scientifically Supported What Works for Health 

Capital High School At- 
Risk Spreadsheet 

Dual Enrollment 
Programs Positive Effects 

What Works 
Clearinghouse 

Ethnic Studies Rio 
Grande High School 

Early College High 
School Highest Rated Blueprints 

Alta Vista Early College 
High School 

Later Middle School and 
High School Start Times Some Evidence What Works for Health 

Albuquerque Public 
Schools 

Mentoring Programs for 
HS Graduation Scientifically Supported What Works for Health 

Gear Up - Capital High 
School 

Note: See Appendix B. for examples of scientifically supported programs.  
  Source: LFC Files 

 
More than other graduation-focused programs, New Mexico’s Career 
Technical Education (CTE) program has grown in participants, funding, 
and expenditures. Research indicates CTE participants and, especially, 
“concentrators” (those students who complete more than one CTE course in 
the same career pathway) graduate at higher rates than their peers who do not 
participate in these programs.iii Concentrators are also more likely to continue 
with their education in post-secondary institutions and are more likely to be 
employed eight years after graduation. Other studies show the largest benefits 
in terms of workforce participation, post-graduation, and post-secondary 
achievement, are enjoyed by Black and Hispanic students, and students in 
CTE-intensive high schools.iv,v  
 
Such findings at the national level have supported efforts to expand CTE in 
New Mexico. Chart 14 shows as the number of CTE participants has grown 
gradually from 2019 through 2022, the number of concentrators has grown 
even more rapidly. As schools have added CTE pathways, more students 
complete multiple courses within the same pathway. In addition, the state has 
sharply increased CTE funding through pilot program funds and related 
“innovation zones.” 
 
The continued growth is due in part to growth in both funding and 
expenditures. Federal (Perkins) CTE funding has grown steadily, while state 
funding has spiked over the last few years as shown in Charts 15 and 16. 
Analysis of 2023 expenditures reveals that among the object codes associated 
with CTE funding (both state and federal), the most common were for assets 
and supplies. The expenditures in such materials and assets both speaks to the 
fixed costs associated with CTE courses and the growing investment in CTE 
capacity.   
 
In 2023, PED used a portion of the $40 million appropriation for CTE to 
develop “innovation zones,” a program whose success is yet to be 
thoroughly measured. These “zones” are based either in districts or 
individual schools and weave together several innovative practices, including 
CTE and work-based learning to transform the high school experience and 
increase high school graduation. PED initially requested applications in spring 
of 2022, eventually granting eight public school districts and two charter 
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schools funding to implement innovation zones in the 2022-2023 school year. 
A Center for Community Analysis evaluation of the first year of funding and 
implementation found the program facilitated collaboration with the state and 
local communities and that participants appreciated the professional 
development, space for career exploration, and funds for necessary resources.  
 
However, participating districts reported challenges from delays in funding 
(some did not receive funds until December of 2022), insufficient staff, unclear 
guidelines, difficulty attending technical assistance and professional 
development meetings, and bureaucratic barriers to paying student employees 
for their work-based learning. The researchers expressed the need for 
individual-level data collection, and careful attention to issues of equity, 
consistent with the findings of the Martinez-Yazzie case. While both the 
evaluation report and visits by LFC staff revealed enthusiasm for individual 
elements of the program, the program as a whole should be continuously 
evaluated, with attention to: graduation rates, attendance, college readiness 
and success, and employment after graduation and salary.  
 
Chart 17 shows CTE expenditures over time and helps show the looming 
impact of the “innovation zone” spending. Notably, despite the growing 
appropriations levels above, the chart below shows that expenditures have 
hovered well below appropriations. The light blue, yellow, gray, orange, and 
blue portions of the bars are expenditures from federal Perkins funding, while 
the green and navy-blue are expenditures against state funds. Total 
expenditures from Perkins funds have shrunk below $4 million since 2019 
even while appropriations have increased to over $10 million. Expenditures 
against state CTE funding conversely have grown, though they remain well 
below appropriate amounts. The navy-blue portion of the 2023 bar is of 
particular interest: these are expenditures associated with Innovation Zones. 
Since 2023 was the first year with such expenditures, the impact of this 
spending has not been fully evaluated. The analysis does show, however, that 
the expenditures were primarily associated with asset acquisition in addition 
to salary and compensation expenses. Close attention should be given to the 
impact of the major spike in state CTE appropriations (Chart 15), and 2023 
innovation zone expenditures (Chart 17) on student achievement and high 
school graduation in the years ahead as both are unprecedented in their 
respective scale. See Appendix C. for a list of second year innovation zone 
participants.  

First Year (2022-2023) 
Innovation Zone Participation 
 
ACE Leadership High School 

Alamogordo Public Schools 

Aztec Municipal School 

Hatch Valley Public School 

Health Leadership High School 

CTE Center of Hobbs 

Las Cruces Public Schools 

Rio Rancho Public Schools 

Silver Consolidated School District 

Zuni Public School District 
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Note: Federal CTE funds lag by one fiscal 
year.

Source: LESC 
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“Innovation awardees are at different 
stages for evaluation. Some are not 
collecting any data but hoping to in the 
future.”  

The Center for Community Analysis, 
2022-2023 Innovation Zone Initiative 

Year 1 Evaluation 
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Staffing levels have not driven the recent steady rise in graduation rates. 
While school officials cited personnel as a limiting factor in improving 
academics, the graduation rate has improved despite a decrease in the total 
number of teachers and only modest increases in counselors, psychologists, 
and other support roles. Table 7 shows that the state had 210 fewer teachers in 
FY23 than in FY18 across all grades (a 1 percent decrease). For comparison, 
note that between 2018 and 2022, graduation rates increased by 2.1 percent. 
Although the number of support staff increased, the raw numbers were 
relatively small: for example, while the number of school psychologists 
increased by 15.6 percent, this only translated to 15 additional staff across 
hundreds of New Mexico schools. These figures suggest that the modest 
changes in staffing levels are not likely responsible for the persistent increases 
in graduation rates in New Mexico.  

 
 
 

Table 7. Teacher and Student Support Roles 
FY18-FY23 

  FY18 FY19 FY21 FY23 
Teachers 20,973   19,781  20,969  20,763  
Guidance Counselors/ Social Workers 1,083  1,066  1,136  1,150  
School Psychologists/ Counselors 97  88  96  111  
Other School/ Student Support Roles 121  135  142  152  
Instructional Assistants 4,853  4,763  4,650  4,782  

Note: Includes only positions in school district operating funds. 
Source: LFC Analysis of OBMS Data 

 
 



 

Progress Report: High School Graduation | January 15, 2024 13 

 

 
Appendix A. Progress on Recommendations from 2014 LFC 
Program Evaluation 
 
Finding 
 
PED has the authority to approve high school credential equivalent exams but has not yet approved assessments 
other than the GED. State statute dictates PED shall issue a general educational development certificate to any 
candidate who is at least sixteen years of age and who has successfully completed a high school equivalency test. 
(Section 22-2-8.8 NMSA 1978). In 2014, the Legislature amended statute to remove references to the GED, 
allowing PED to recognize tests other than the GED for high school equivalency certificates. 

 
 
Finding 
 
Eight percent of New Mexico high school students are absent 10 percent or more of the school year and are at-risk 
of dropping out. Of the 25 high schools with the greatest numbers of dropouts, 13 have chronic absenteeism rates 
above 10 percent, meaning more than 10 percent of students miss 18 or more days of school annually and are at-
risk of dropping out.  
 

 
Finding 
 
Twelve percent of New Mexico students who repeated ninth grade in FY10 graduated on time and 37 percent 
dropped out. Ninth grade success and credit completion are also strongly associated with graduation. In FY10, 27 
thousand students in New Mexico were enrolled in ninth grade. Of these students, 2,342 or 8 percent were also 
enrolled in ninth grade in FY09. Of the 2,342 students who repeated ninth grade in FY10, only 287 graduated with 
their four-year cohort in FY12. 
 

Recommendation 
Status Comments 

No Action Progressing Complete  
Report the percent of students 
repeating the ninth grade in annual 
school grade reports. 

   No reports on students repeating 
ninth grade are available.  

 
  

Recommendation 
Status Comments 

No Action Progressing Complete  
Approve alternative high school 
equivalent tests. 

    

Recommendation 
Status Comments 

No Action Progressing Complete  
Report the percent of students 
chronically absent in annual school 
grade report, and in collaboration 
with Department of Finance and 
Administration and LFC develop 
Accountability in Government Act 
performance measures to track the 
number of students who are 
chronically absent and miss 10 
percent or more of the school year. 

   The 2019 Attendance for Success Act 
created a statewide system for 
defining, tracking, and reporting 
absenteeism. In addition, it created a 
tiered system of interventions for 
schools to respond to varied levels of 
local absenteeism. Data is tracked 
and reported in a publicly accessible 
online database. 
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Finding 
 
The Public Education Department has received $1 million to develop a statewide EWS that the department reports 
should be operational in 2015. In FY15, PED reports plans to procure necessary hardware and licenses, populate 
the EWS database, and run a compiled version of the standard dashboard. Additionally, PED plans to provide 
professional development about the use of the EWS and provide technical assistance to early adopters of the system. 
For FY15, PED has budgeted $348 thousand to provide professional development support for the EWS, including 
stipends for participants, and $250 thousand for professional services to support the development of the EWS tool. 
PED anticipants the total cost to develop the EWS data tool will be $550 thousand for contractual services and 
license. 
 

Recommendation 
Status Comments 

No Action Progressing Complete  
Complete the data component of 
the early warning system as 
planned by February 2015.  

   The 2019 Attendance for Success Act 
created a statewide system for 
defining, tracking, and reporting 
absenteeism. In addition, it created a 
tiered system of interventions for 
schools to respond to varied levels of 
local absenteeism. Data is tracked 
and reported in a publicly accessible 
online database. 

 
 
Finding 
 
Students who drop out tend to be clustered in a few schools and districts and leave during the first few years of high 
school. In FY13, seven thousand of 152 thousand seven to 12th grade students dropped out of the state’s public 
school system. Schools across the state are not experiencing equivalent drop out rates, nor are they reporting 
equivalent numbers of dropouts. In FY13, 10 school districts and state-chartered charter schools accounted for 
4,886, or 68 percent, of the state’s roughly seven thousand dropouts. 
 

Recommendation 
Status Comments 

No Action Progressing Complete  
Require districts with large 
numbers of students at risk to 
present drop out plans prior to 
approval of FY16 district budget. 
 

   No drop out plans are currently 
available.  
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Appendix B. Examples of Effective Programs for Improving High 
School Graduation Rates 
 
Alternative High Schools: Desert Pride Academy 
 
Alternative High Schools provide a pathway for students confronting a variety of challenges not adequately 
addressed in a typical high school environment. They may be embedded in a traditional high school or stand alone. 
They offer smaller class sizes, lower teacher to student ratios, and more support staff. They also may be on the 
forefront of innovative educational practices. The LFC met with the principal of Desert Pride Academy as part of 
site visit to Gadsden Public Schools. Desert Pride Acadent serves 238 students with 17 teachers, two counselors, 
two social workers, and a highly involved principal. The school does not allow cell phones or backpacks and offers 
flexible schedules to accommodate demanding schedules. Students served by Desert Pride Academy include those 
with disciplinary infractions at other Gadsden high schools, teen parents and soon-to-be-parents, students struggling 
with anxiety and other mental health issues, and students recovering credits. Officials contended that students that 
have enrolled by their junior year are highly likely to graduate on time despite the plethora of challenges that at-
risk students bring to Desert Pride Academy. 
 
  
Community Schools: Rio Grande High School 
 
Community Schools are a method of integrating in-school resources with family and broader community resources 
to provide comprehensive social supports for student success. Site visits suggested that engaged families and 
community members contribute to student success in all schools—those efforts are organized and leveraged in a 
community school. In particular, community schools connect students and their families with social services, are 
often physically open and available for the community even when school is not in session, and may provide things 
like clothing, an air-conditioned facility, warm meals, and other necessities that might be a barrier to learning for 
at-risk students. Rio Grande High School’s efforts to provide these services are facilitated by a community school 
council made up of students, family, staff, and community partners, and overseen by a dedicated community school 
coordinator that brings together outside agencies, services, and supports to serve the student community.   
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Appendix C. Innovation Zone Participation  
 
 
 

Second Year (2023-2024) Innovation Zone Participation 

25 Public schools: 19 Charter schools: 
3 Bureau of Indian 
Education schools: 

Aztec 
The Academy for Technology & 
the Classics Navajo Prep School 

Alamogordo ACE Leadership  Santa Fe Indian School 

Albuquerque CTE Department 
(The) Albuquerque Sign 
Language Mescalero  

Carlsbad Academy  
Cloudcroft Alma d'arte Charter   
Cobre Cottonwood Classical Prep  
Cuba DEAP School  
Des Moines Explore Academy Las Cruces  
Early College High School Career 
Enrichment Center Health Leadership   
Gallup Central Las Montañas Charter  
Goddard High School Mark Armijo Academy  
Grants High School Monte Del Sol Charter  

Hatch Valley 
Native American Community 
Academy  

Hobbs 
New America School of Las 
Cruces  

Las Cruces Robert F Kennedy Charter  
Lovington  School of Dreams Academy  
Los Lunas  Siembra Leadership   
Ramah South Valley Academy  
Rio Rancho Technology Leadership   
Roswell  Vista Grande Charter  
Santa Rosa    
Socorro    
 Silver   
Tularosa   
Zuni   
  Source: PED 
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Appendix D. Number of Graduates Needed to Match U.S. Rate by 
School 

 
 
 
 



 

18 Progress Report: High School Graduation | January 15, 2024 
 

 



 

Progress Report: High School Graduation | January 15, 2024 19 

 

 
 

 

 



 

20 Progress Report: High School Graduation | January 15, 2024 
 

 

 

 
 



 

Progress Report: High School Graduation | January 15, 2024 21 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

22 Progress Report: High School Graduation | January 15, 2024 
 

Appendix D. References 
 

 
 
i Allensworth, E. M., and Easton, J. Q. (2007) What Matters for Staying On-track and Graduating in Chicago 
Public High Schools: A Close Look at Course Grades, Failures, and Attendance in the Freshman Year, 
University of Chicago, Consortium on Chicago School Research, Chicago, IL. 
ii Atwell, Matthew et. al. (2023) Building a Grad Nation: Progress and Challenge in Raising High School 
Graduation Rates, Everyone Graduates Center at Johns Hopkins University, 11. 
iii Dougherty, S. M. (2016). Career and Technical Education in High School: Does It Improve Student 
Outcomes?. Thomas B. Fordham Institute. 
iv Ecton, W. G., & Dougherty, S. M. (2023). Heterogeneity in high school career and technical education 
outcomes. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 45(1), 157-181. 
v Dougherty, S. M. (2023). Putting evidence on CTE to work. Phi Delta Kappan, 104(6), 6-11. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/00317217231161520 


	Summary
	Nationally, Students who Drop Out Tend to Have Poor Attendance and Low Proficiency
	Districts use a Variety of Programs and Strategies to Prevent and Reengage Dropouts to Mixed Results
	The growth in the number and reach of these programs, all of which have been tested in other states for their effectiveness in improving graduation rates, could be one of the drivers of improving graduation rates in New Mexico. However, neither PED no...
	As reported in the 2014 program evaluation, the Washington Institute for Public Policy, Institute of Educational Sciences, and Wilson & Tanner-Smith both identify evidence-based programs that reduce student dropouts. Across studies, alternative educat...
	Source: LFC Files
	Appendix C. Innovation Zone Participation
	Appendix D. Number of Graduates Needed to Match U.S. Rate by School
	Appendix D. References

