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Date: July 26, 2017 
Prepared By: Christina McCorquodale 
Purpose: Understand the Public Education Department’s (PED) 
funding methodology for PED’s reads to lead. 
Witness: Debbie Montoya, Director, Priority Schools Bureau, 
PED; Bill Green, Superintendent, Reserve Independent Schools; 
Kirk Carpenter, Superintendent, Aztec Municipal Schools 
Expected Outcome: Identify better outcomes for providing 
reading supports for school districts and charter schools 

1 

Reads To Lead: Early Learning Initiative 

Background 

School districts statewide have raised concerns that inconsistencies 
in funding and application criteria for early education literacy 
grants make it difficult to plan effectively and implement programs 
with fidelity. When launched in FY13, the funding intended to 
improve reading in kindergarten through third-grade students and 
was awarded on a competitive basis. Between FY14 and FY16, the 
Public Education Department (PED), which calls the program “Reads 
to Lead,” distributed a portion of the funding to any school districts 
or charter schools that applied for funding and met certain 
minimum criteria, including having a literacy plan and committing 
to use a PED-determined short-cycle assessment. In FY17, noting 
concerns the program was not improving student achievement, the 
department returned to a competitive grant program; for FY18, it 
maintained the competitive process but again changed the criteria 
for eligibility. When PED announced 2017-2018 awards in May, some 
school districts and charter schools that previously received funding 
learned they would not be funded, while others that did not receive 
grants in FY17 learned they would in FY18.  

Early Literacy Program History 

Children with weak literacy skills face potentially damaging short- and long-term 
consequences, among them, repeating a grade or dropping out of school.  Third 
grade is considered a critical point in a student’s academic success because that is 
when students shift from “learning to read” to “reading to learn.”  According to PED, 
the executive’s keystone early elementary reading program ensures funding is 
allocated to support schools that implement a multi-tiered system of support to 
reduce the number of kindergarten through third-grade students reading below 
grade level in kindergarten through third-grade. 

Since FY13, the state has appropriated $77 million to PED for the early literacy grant 
program, and PED has distributed the funding for a short-cycle reading assessment, 
reading specialists, new intervention instructional materials, professional 
development for principals and teachers, and other interventions intended to 
improve early literacy skills of kindergarten through third-grade students.  In the six 
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years since the Legislature began funding the early literacy program, PED 
has changed the application process for school districts and charter 
schools four times, and the number of grant recipients has bounced from 
25 in FY13 up to 131 in FY14 through FY16, then back down to the low 60s in 
FY18.  Funding increased steadily from an initial $8.5 million in FY13 to $15 
million in FY16 before it leveled off in FY17 and was reduced to $12.5 
million in FY18 because of a state government budget crisis.   

Each year, PED allocates a portion of the appropriation to school districts 
and charter schools through a grant process and uses the remaining 
funding for a statewide short-cycle reading assessment (DIBELS Next from 
FY13 to FY16 and Istation in FY17 and FY18), statewide literacy coaches, 
professional development for principals and teachers, and other 
interventions intended to improve the literacy skills of kindergarten 
through third-grade students.  The amount allocated annually for school 
district and charter school awards has fluctuated since the inception of the 
program.  In FY13, the first year of the program, 47 percent of the $8.5 
million appropriation was awarded to school districts and charter schools.  
Between FY14 and FY16, the appropriation grew along with the proportion 
allocated to school districts and charter schools; in FY16, 71 percent of the 
$15 million appropriation was awarded to school districts and charter 
schools.  PED reduced the proportion of the FY17 appropriation that was 
allocated to school districts and charter schools to 48 percent and started 
funding statewide literacy coaches and a statewide literacy coordinator 
through an intergovernmental agreement with High Plains Regional 
Education Cooperative (REC#3) in which PED maintained managerial 
control over the employees. 

Despite these investments, the state has not seen any improvement in reading 
proficiency directly attributable to the supports.  Additionally, policymakers have 
raised concerns the department did not consider low-performing schools or low-
income students in their allocation decisions.   

Reads to Lead Funding FY13-FY15 
(in millions) 

Amount 
Appropriated 

Amount PED 
Allocated 

Statewide 
Literacy 
Specialist 

Number of Districts and Charter 
Schools Funded 

FY13 $8.5 $4.0 $0.0 
21 School Districts and 4 Charter 
Schools 

FY14 $11.5 $5.8 $0.0 
86 School Districts and 33 Charter 
Schools 

FY15 $14.5 $9.0 $0.0 
88 School Districts and 43 Charter 
Schools 

FY16 $15.0 $10.7 $0.0 
88 School Districts and 43 Charter 
Schools 

FY17 $15.0 $7.2 $4.3 
45 School Districts and 18 Charter 
Schools  

FY18 $12.5 $7.9 $1.4 
49 School Districts and 12 Charter 
Schools 

Source: PED 

PED budgeted $7.8 million in FY17 and 
$4.6 million in FY18 for regional 
reading specialists, kindergarten 
through third-grade reading 
assessment, and statewide supports 
for local education agencies that 
include: statewide teacher-leadership 
initiative, literacy instructional 
resources, the governor’s books for 
first graders, regional professional 
development, kindergarten literacy 
regional academies, Native American 
assessment development, bilingual 
bureau literacy initiative, and the early 
learning bureau.  



LESC Hearing Brief: FY17 and FY18 Reads to Lead Programs, July 26, 2017 
3 

Program Inconsistency 

Because of ongoing inconsistencies in funding and grant criteria over the 
years for the early literacy initiative, school districts and charter schools 
find it difficult to plan effectively and run the program consistently.  

Award Decisions.  Changes in funding levels awarded to school districts 
and charter schools over the past few years created inconsistencies with 
how they have been able to run the early literacy program.  As a result of 
concerns that the initial grant program was not reaching all school 
districts and charter schools in need, PED made the program a non-
competitive grant program in FY14. While most applicants receive 
funding, PED disqualified both Albuquerque Public Schools (APS) and Las 
Cruces Public Schools (LCPS).  Contending the early literacy appropriation 
was insufficient to support the needs of all school districts, the 
department argued the two school districts would receive sufficient early 
literacy funding through a $4 million appropriation for early 
interventions and remediation appropriated through the funding formula.  
PED did not consider targeting awards to serve low-performing schools or 
students. 

In FY15 and FY16, PED continued to allocate awards based on student enrollment 
without consideration of whether a school was a low performer or the size of its 
low-income student population.    Smaller school districts and charter schools 
received a minimum of $50 thousand and larger school districts received more.  
From FY14 to FY16, because of the non-competitive grant process, applicants were 
able to revise and plan to expand the program as a district-wide initiative that 
focused on core instruction and interventions for struggling students.   

Noting concerns the program was not effective, PED returned to a competitive 
grant process in FY17, which resulted in significant changes in the number of awards 
PED made and included consideration of school growth in reading and the quality of 
each application (see Attachment 1, FY16 through FY18 Early Literacy Awards and 
Per-Pupil Funding).  While FY18 remained a competitive grant program, the 
inconsistency in award decisions and criteria continued. The criteria for school 
growth in reading and application score changed in FY18 compared with FY17, 
which again changed the school districts and charter schools that received awards. 
APS, Deming Public Schools (DPS), Dexter Consolidated Schools (DCS), and Reserve 
Independent Schools were among those that did not receive grants for FY18 after 
being funded in FY17.  Additionally, some smaller school districts and charter 
schools that received the minimum of $50 thousand in FY16 saw increases in funding 
anywhere from 50 percent to 434 percent. APS saw a decrease in funding of almost 
$500 thousand, or 50 percent between FY16 and FY17 and was not funded in FY18. 
While DPS, DCS, and Pecos Independent Schools saw increases in funding between 
FY16 and FY17, they were not funded in FY18.  Staff at DCS indicated research shows 
an effective program must be consistently implemented over a number of years.  A 
lack of consistency in funding for the early literacy grant program each year will 
not produce long-term positive effects, and leaves school districts with budget 
dilemmas annually.   

PED’s methodology for taking credit for 
the $4 million that was included in the 
formula funding for early literacy was 
not consistent with how those funds 
were allocated through the formula. 
PED indicated APS would receive $1.1 
million and LCPS would receive $300 
thousand from the $4 million 
appropriation.  
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Some school districts noted they leveraged federal Title I funds to expand 
the program but were concerned the early literacy funds would 
disappear because it is a grant program and is considered annually for 
funding by the Legislature.  School districts are unsure if they can sustain 
the efforts developed through the grant program without the annual 
appropriation.  Other school districts noted hiring reading specialists on 
contract is difficult because most qualified teachers are hesitant to leave 
permanent positions in school districts.  Despite not qualifying for 
program funding, some school districts continued to provide reading 
support services.   

Per-Student Funding.  Moreover, from FY16 through FY18, the methodology 
for making awards resulted in per-student average distribution amounts 
for school districts and charter schools ranging from $30 dollars per 
student to $3,531 dollars per student.  APS received an average of $30 
dollars per student with an enrollment of 27 thousand students in 
kindergarten through third grade while Roy Municipal Schools with an 
enrollment of 22 kindergarten through third-grade students received an 
average of $3,033 dollars per student.  The wide discrepancy between an 
urban school district like APS and a rural school district like Roy 
demonstrate insufficient funding for the program based on student need. 
Additionally, charter schools generally received more funding per-
student than school districts.  Lindrith Area Heritage received an average 
of $3,531 per student with an enrollment of seven students in kindergarten 
through third grade while Taos Municipal Charter School, with an 
enrollment of 83 students received $1,024 per student. Within the scope of 
per-pupil, the funding varies across the board based on student 
membership.   

Regional Reading Specialists.  In the past, the early literacy grant provided 
funds for school districts and charter schools to hire their own reading 
specialists with the exception of small school districts, which were 
typically funded through their local regional education cooperative.  
When PED returned the grant to a competitive one, the department 
centralized the hiring for statewide reading specialists through an 
intergovernmental agreement (IGA) with High Plains Regional Education 
Cooperative (REC #3).  For FY17, PED budgeted $4.3 million for 25 
statewide literacy specialists and one literacy coordinator.  Salaries for 
the reading specialists are likely higher than salaries paid by school 
districts.  Literacy specialist salaries were budgeted at $80 thousand and 
the literacy coordinator salary was budgeted at $82 thousand, both 
including benefits calculated at 40 percent and a potential 20 percent 
incentive bonus based on student achievement.  These reading specialists 
are considered REC employees and not contractors.  Data shows bonuses 
paid ranged between $5,000 and $12 thousand.  It is unclear how PED 
determined the incentive bonus structure based on student achievement. 

For FY18, PED only budgeted $1.4 million for 11 statewide literacy specialists and one 
literacy coordinator.  The literacy specialist salaries are budgeted at $68 thousand, a 

Cobre Consolidated Schools saw an 
increase in awards of 434 percent 
between FY16 and FY18. 

APS targeted early literacy funding to Title 
I schools and the bottom 25 percent 
lowest performing schools in FY16 and 
FY17. 

Dexter Consolidated Schools supports 
returning the early literacy grant program 
back to funding practices of FY16. 

IGA between High Plains REC#3 
and PED 

Scope of work for REC#3: 
• Hire regional reading 

specialist and coordinator 
and provide salaries; 

• Hire part-time REC#3 support
staff;  and

• Ensure the regional reading
specialist completes and
submits monthly logs to PED.

PED determined who the REC#3 would 
hire for the reading specialists and 
coordinator, as well as oversee the 
responsibilities and duties of these 
specialists. 

For FY17, REC#3 was paid $307 
thousand for an 8 percent indirect cost 
for the IGA.  It appears the only duty 
REC#3 had was issuing contracts and 
paychecks to the contract employees. 
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15 percent decrease compared with the FY17 budget, and the literacy 
coordinator salary is budgeted at $70 thousand, a 12 percent reduction.  PED 
eliminated the ability to earn a bonus in FY18.  An individual hired as a 
statewide literacy specialist in FY17 voiced concern to LESC staff about the 
inconsistent salary of the position year-to-year and the significantly 
decreased number of reading specialists, which made the hiring process 
more competitive and positions less stable. 

Changes in Eligibility Criteria.  Inconsistent year-to-year criteria have left 
school districts and charter schools without clear expectations.  After only 
needing a literacy plan in place and agreeing to use the PED determined 
short-cycle assessment during the early years, applicants in FY17 had to meet 
criteria that included achievement in the top quartile of school growth in 
reading based on the most recent school grade, and ranking in the top 
quartile based on PED’s score of their application.   

In FY18, the program became more competitive with changes in criteria. 
School districts and charter schools were eligible for funding in two ways: 

• Pathway 1 – school districts and charter schools that
demonstrated a track record of student reading growth in the top
quartile with a cut score of 3.0 were required to submit a plan and
budget but automatically received funding, although school
districts and charter schools were not obligated to accept awards.
PED indicated 30 school districts and 11 charter schools were
funded through this path.

• Pathway 1 – school districts and charter schools that
demonstrated a strong track record of success with supports for
students were required to submit a robust plan to increase student
reading growth and proficiency. To be eligible, PED raised the
qualification threshold to the top 45 percent of applications having
a score of 85 points being funded based on feedback from
superintendents. This path was scored by an external review panel
of New Mexico associate superintendents, curriculum and
instruction leaders, principals, and teachers. PED indicated 19
school districts and one charter school were funded through this
path.

For FY17 and FY18, eligibility for the early learning initiative included school 
growth in reading that captured the 2013-2014 school-year standards-based 
assessment and the 2015-2016 school year Partnership Assessment of 
Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC) assessment scores.   

FY18 Pathway 1 Application 
School Districts 

Alamogordo Public Schools 

Animas Public Schools 

Artesia Public Schools 

Capitan Municipal Schools 

Carlsbad Municipal Schools 

Carrizozo Municipal Schools 

Cloudcroft Municipal Schools 

Corona Municipal Schools 

Des Moines Municipal Schools 

Dora Municipal Schools 

Elida Municipal Schools 

Farmington Municipal Schools 

Floyd Municipal Schools 

Fort Sumner Municipal Schools 

Gadsden Independent Schools 

Grady Municipal Schools 

Hagerman Municipal Schools 

Hondo Valley Public Schools 

House Municipal Schools 

Logan Municipal Schools 

Los Alamos Public Schools 

Los Lunas Public Schools 

Maxwell Municipal Schools 

Mountainair Public Schools 

Portales Municipal Schools 

Quemado Independent Schools 

Roy Municipal Schools 

San Jon Municipal Schools 

Silver Consolidated Schools 

Texico Municipal Schools 

Wagon Mound Public Schools 

Charter Schools 

Anansi Charter 

Christine Duncan Heritage Charter 

Cien Aguas International Charter 

Coral Community Charter 

Estancia Valley Charter Academy 

International School at Mesa del Sol 

Jefferson Montessori Academy 

La Tierra Montessori School 

Lindrith Area Heritage Charter 

Mission Achievement and Success 

Taos Municipal Charter 
Source: PED 
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Targeting At-Risk Students.  Spending has not clearly resulted in 
higher student achievement and concerns persist that distributions are 
inconsistent and have not targeted the lowest performing schools or 
low-income students, where spending is more likely to make a 
difference.  While the department required each applicant to develop 
an early literacy plan, it is unclear if PED required those plans to target 
the school district’s or charter school’s lowest-performing students.  In 
addition, per-student distribution amounts varied by school districts 
and charter schools, leaving the most vulnerable students under-
funded.  For example:  DPS served students district-wide through Title I 
funds since FY16, and they received $373 thousand in awards in FY16 
and FY17 and were not funded in FY18.  Proficiency rates for reading in 
third grade for DPS was 24.2 percent proficient in FY15 and 22 percent 
proficient in FY16.  Los Alamos Public Schools (LAPS) does not serve 
students district-wide through Title I funds and was awarded $590 
thousand in FY16 through FY18.   Proficiency rates for reading in third-
grade for LAPS was 55 percent proficient in FY15 and 58 percent 
proficient in FY16. 

Due to concerns the early literacy program was not targeting New 
Mexico’s most at-risk students in kindergarten through third grade, in 
FY17, the Legislative Finance Committee (LFC) recommended language 
in the General Appropriation Act (GAA) that tied increased funding 
for early literacy to award criteria that included student proficiency 
and at-risk status to target the state’s most vulnerable younger 
students.  However, that language was ultimately not included in the 
GAA.  Without this language, PED is not required to distribute funds to 
support the students most in need.  

Given the program’s inconsistent funding methodology, lack of results, 
and program demand, LFC recommended moving $10 million from 
PED’s early literacy initiative to the state equalization guarantee in 
FY18 to ensure distribution through an established funding formula 
that takes into consideration the specific demographics and needs of 
each school district and charter school.  Ultimately, the Legislature 
appropriated $4 million through the funding formula and reduced the 
early literacy grant program by $2 million.   

Short-cycle Assessment of Young Students.  Program effectiveness is evaluated by 
student achievement which is measured through the state standards-based 
assessment, or short-cycle assessment results.  Third grade is the first year students 
are assessed through the states standards-based assessment.  For the early literacy 
initiative, PED requires all school districts and charter schools that receive funding 
to use a department determined short-cycle assessment to track student progress 
and use for planning data-driven instruction.  However, historically, results on the 
PED determined short-cycle assessment have not been predictive of performance on 
the standards-based assessment or PARCC assessment.   

FY 18 Pathway 2 Application 
School Districts 

Magdalena 

Jemez Valley Public Schools 

Raton 

Hobbs 

Aztec 

Peñasco Independent Schools 

Moriarty-Edgewood 

Bernalilio 

Socorro Consolidated Schools  

Estancia 

Santa Rosa 

Cobre 

Rio Rancho Public Schools 

Lovington Municipal Schools 

Mosquero 

Espanola 

Mesa Vista Consolidated School District 

Springer 

Central Consolidated Schools 

Charter Schools 

Mosaic Academy 
 Source: PED 

The following school districts eligible 
for Pathway 1 that did not submit a 
literacy plan for funding:  

• Cottonwood Valley Charter
School

• J Paul Taylor Academy
Charter

• Las Cruces Public School
• Ruidoso Municipal Schools
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The department used Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early 
Literacy Skills (DIBELS Next) until FY16, when it was 
replaced with Istation.  Even though 64.3 percent of 
third-grade students scored at or above the benchmark 
in reading on the DIBELS Next assessment, only 24.2 
percent of those same third-grade students scored at 
proficient or above on the PARCC assessment in FY16. 
When comparing these results, it appears there is 
disconnect between PARCC data and DIBELS Next data. 
DIBELS Next and Istation are developed to assess 
reading fluency by providing continuous progress 
monitoring, frequently assessing students, and reporting 
student ability in critical domains of reading throughout 
the academic year.   The results from these assessments 
are supposed to inform teacher practice to ensure 
students reach the benchmark for grade-level reading 
proficiency.  PED has yet to provide FY17 data from 
Istation and it is unclear if Istation data is better aligned 
to state content standards and PARCC than the DIBELS 
Next assessment.  

Moving Forward.  Investing in early literacy is 
important and the Legislature has demonstrated that by 
prioritizing funding for early learning over the past few 
years, yet the achievement gap in reading still persists.
However, investing in evidence-based programs could 
have an impact on student learning and achievement 
like the state’s half- and full-day prekindergarten 
program that is funded through PED and the Children, 
Youth and Families Department and K-3 Plus – an 

extended school-year program. These two programs target low-income students and 
are positively affecting student performance.  In order for the early literacy 
initiative to have positive outcomes, PED needs to provide better technical assistance 
and leadership for consistency in the implementation of the program.  Also, PED 
should consider guidance that will support school districts and charter schools in 
targeting the funds to students most in need.   

F i sca l  Y ear L-1 L-2 L-3 L-4 L-5 L-1 L-2 L-3 L-4 L-5

FY15 27.5% 24% 23.6% 23.6% 1.3% 17.5% 28.3% 28.8% 22.6% 2.6%

FY16 28% 23.6% 24.2% 23% 1.2% 17.6% 25.3% 27.1% 25.9% 4%

PED considers Levels 4 and 5  proficient. Source: PED

Reading
FY15 and FY16 Third Grade PARCC Proficiency

Math

Percent of students on early 
reading benchmark at the end of 
year in kindergarten through 
third grade in FY16 DIBELS Next: 

• Kindergarten – 72.3 percent 
proficient, 

• First grade – 70 percent 
proficient,

• Second grade – 65 percent 
proficient, and 

• Third grade – 64.3 percent 
proficient. 

Program Performance 
 According to LFC, data from FY13 
showed positive gains for most 
participating schools; however, 
gains achieved by those students 
only minimally exceeded gains 
achieved statewide though the 
department erroneously reported 
gains more than twice that of the 
statewide average.  PED has not yet 
provided student performance data 
for the subsequent years, limiting 
evaluation of the effectiveness of 
the program.   
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