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From the Chair

Distance learning programs con-
tinue to serve a growing number of 
New Mexico students, particularly 
secondary students seeking flex-
ible learning environments, credit 
recovery opportunities, or alterna-
tives to traditional schools, includ-
ing students with complex medical 
needs. As enrollment has expanded, 
policymakers are also examining 
how virtual learning programs are 
funded and regulated.

During the 2025-2026 school 
year, approximately 9,700 students 
were enrolled in full-time distance 
learning programs statewide. En-
rollment is concentrated largely 
among middle and high school 
students, with participation in-
creasing significantly beginning 
in seventh grade and continuing 
through high school.

Most distance learning students 
are enrolled in a small number 
of statewide programs. Approxi-
mately 81 percent of students par-
ticipate in five programs: Chama 
Valley Independent Schools, Santa 
Rosa Consolidated Schools, Pecos 
Cyber Academy, New Mexico Con-
nections Academy, and Albuquer-
que Public Schools.

The demographic makeup of 
distance learning students dif-
fers somewhat from statewide 

enrollment trends. Female students 
account for 54 percent of distance 
learning enrollment, compared 
with 49 percent statewide overall. 
Hispanic students represent ap-
proximately 64 percent of distance 
learning enrollment, compared 
with 57 percent statewide.

Students enroll in distance 
learning programs for a variety of 
reasons, including health needs, 
flexibility for work or family obliga-
tions, credit recovery, and school 
environment concerns. Survey 
data from Pecos Cyber Academy 
found social-emotional concerns 
and negative school environments 
were among the most cited reasons 
students selected distance learning 
programs.

New Mexico schools currently 
operate several models of distance 
learning, including locally man-
aged programs, charter schools 
dedicated to online learning, and 
programs operated in partnership 
with third-party providers. Some 
programs enroll students from 
across the state, including students 
residing outside the geographic 
boundaries of the district operating 
the program.

Distance learning also became a 
significant topic during the 2026 
legislative session after rapid en-
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As students across New Mexico wrap up the 
2025-2026 school year, LESC begins its interim 
work in May with a trip to Raton—the first stop 
in interim travel that also includes Peñasco, Taos, 
Gadsden, and Rio Rancho. Along the way, the 
committee will hear from superintendents, school 
board members, educators, and other stakehold-
ers to better understand what is working in New 
Mexico education and how the Legislature can 
help improve the system.

This interim, the committee’s work will focus 
on issues including distance learning and its 
impact on student outcomes and budgets, access 
to high-quality health professionals, educator 
career pathways, bilingual education, sustainable 
funding for career and technical education, and 
services for students with disabilities

LESC will also continue its work on public 
school capital outlay, with a focus on maintain-
ing adequate school facilities while prioritizing 
projects within the state’s finite fiscal resources.

The committee’s work comes amid continued 
uncertainty surrounding federal policy decisions 
and fluctuations in oil and gas prices tied to 
international events. Despite those challenges, 
New Mexico’s budget position remains strong, 
allowing continued opportunities to invest in 
students and schools.

The court may also issue another ruling in the 
Martinez-Yazzie sufficiency lawsuit as it consid-
ers whether to accept the Public Education De-
partment’s remedial action plan or shift planning 
responsibilities to experts identified by plaintiffs. 
That decision could have significant implications 
for education policy and budget discussions.

School may be out for New Mexico students, 
but LESC’s 2026 interim work is just beginning.
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The National Center for Education 
Statistics released new high school 
dropout data showing New Mexico had 
an approximate 5 percent high school 
dropout rate in the 2023-2024 school 
year, compared with a national rate of 
nearly 3 percent. New Mexico ranked 
third nationally, with the state’s highest 
dropout rates in ninth and 10th grade.

New Mexico Reviews 
Distance Learning Trends

The Public Education Department 
finalized FY26 program units gener-
ated through the state equalization 
guarantee (SEG), the state’s public school 
funding formula, showing enrollment 
growth units declined 61 percent from 
FY25 after Laws 2026, Chapter 8 (House 
Bill 253) paused enrollment growth fund-
ing for distance learning students.

The New Mexico Public Schools Insur-
ance Authority (NMPSIA) recently 
discussed scenarios that could require a 
26.5 percent increase in health insurance 
premiums in FY28. NMPSIA reports one 
cost driver is the use of GLP-1 medica-
tions increasing from 49 participants 
in FY23 to 2,150 in FY26, creating ap-
proximately $18.1 million in annual costs.
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Artificial intelligence (AI) is rap-
idly changing education. Teachers are 
using AI to develop lesson plans and 
differentiate instructional materials, 
while students are using AI to receive 
tutoring, get help with homework, and, 
sometimes, complete their homework.

The dueling nature of AI in educa-
tion—holding the potential to person-
alize learning and enhance classroom 
efficiency while also being found to 
negatively impact children’s founda-
tional development—has resulted in a 
scattershot approach that includes both 
supporters and skeptics. Meanwhile, 
policymakers are struggling to keep 
pace with the use of AI in education and 
how to best respond from a statutory 
and regulatory view.

In 2026 alone, 31 states introduced 
134 bills on AI in education, 24 states 
enacted legislation or resolutions, 
and 35 states published AI-related 

education guidance. New Mexico, too, is 
working to better manage the use of AI, 
having passed House Memorial 2 in the 
2025 legislative session, which called 
for the Legislative Education Study 
Committee to conduct a study, while 
the Public Education Department (PED) 
issued guidance to school districts and 
charter schools. Despite those actions, 
the state has not yet created a regula-
tory framework to guide the use of AI in 
schools, which already includes an AI-
assisted reading assessment required 
by PED.

The lack of clear guidance has led 
to concerns about student and data 
privacy, especially regarding tribal 
sovereignty, the use of AI in cyberbully-
ing, and the general lack of support for 
students and educators seeking to use 
AI in classrooms.

The National Conference of State 
Legislatures has categorized AI-related 

action into six policy areas: research 
and practice, guidance and require-
ments, literacy and professional de-
velopment, career exploration and 
pathways, funding and pilot programs, 
and education and AI technologies. By 
examining trends across these six areas, 
LESC can better determine how to help 
schools use AI responsibly and effec-
tively while creating policy frameworks 
to address potential risks.

Among the recommendations for 
policymakers are moving from guid-
ance to enforceable standards, creating 
student privacy and procurement stan-
dards for AI tools, and enacting specific 
prohibitions or guardrails.

LESC staff will present a landscape 
analysis of actions states have taken 
to regulate AI in education, as well as 
potential recommendations, to the com-
mittee on May 27 at the LESC hearing 
in Raton.

i n f o r m E D
May 2026

Published monthly in the interim by the
Legislative Education Study Committee

325 Don Gaspar, Suite 100
Santa Fe, NM 87501

(505) 986-4591
https://www.nmlegis.gov/Entity/LESC/Default

    Jessica Hathaway	        John Sena / Conor L. Hicks
             Editor	                            Contributing Editors

Distance LearningDistance Learning D a t a  R e v i e w  H i g h l i g h t s D a t a  R e v i e w  H i g h l i g h t s 
S t u d e n t  He a l t h  S t a ff i n g  N e e d sS t u d e n t  He a l t h  S t a ff i n g  N e e d s

rollment growth in several programs 
affected the state equalization guaran-
tee (SEG), New Mexico’s public school 
funding formula. In response, lawmak-
ers enacted House Bill 253, establishing 
reporting requirements for distance 
learning programs and revising por-
tions of the SEG formula related to 
virtual enrollment.

Additional work on the topic is ex-
pected during the interim. LESC staff 
will present an overview of the distance 
learning landscape at LESC hearings in 
Raton on May 28.

	
	

School-based health professionals play a key role in supporting student well-being, 
behavioral health, and school climate, particularly as schools respond to increasing 
student mental health and social-emotional needs. 
	 Using student enrollment figures, licensure statistics, and national guidelines 
on recommended staffing ratios, LESC staff estimated New Mexico schools need 
1,193 counselors, 1,193 social workers, 597 psychologists, and 398 nurses to meet 
recommended staffing levels for the state’s 298.2 thousand public school students. A 
data review on this topic will be presented at LESC hearings on May 29.
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