
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

July 18, 2012 

 

 

MEMORANDUM 
 

TO: Legislative Education Study Committee 

 

FR: David Harrell 

 

RE: STAFF BRIEF:  SOUTHWEST SECONDARY LEARNING CENTER (STATE-

CHARTERED CHARTER SCHOOL) INVESTIGATION 

 

 

Summary 
 

During the charter school update in June 2012, the Legislative Education Study Committee 

(LESC) heard an account of an incident in Albuquerque Public Schools (APS) in which a 

senior at an APS high school, unable to graduate because of insufficient credits, earned credit 

for senior English from the Southwest Secondary Learning Center (SSLC), a state-chartered 

charter school, in only a few days.  That incident, together with the district’s discovery that 289 

APS students had earned a total of 387 credits from SSLC during school year 2011-2012, 

prompted the APS superintendent to ask that the Public Education Department (PED) 

investigate what the superintendent called the “granting of ‘quick’ credit” by SSLC to students 

concurrently enrolled in an APS high school. 

 

In addition to the concerns of the APS superintendent, the Public Education Commission 

(PEC), at a special hearing for that purpose in June, posed a number of questions about the 

issue to Ms. Kelly Callahan, Interim Director, Options for Parents, PED.  (See “Background,” 

below, for more information about this hearing and the case in general.) 

 

At the time of the June update to the LESC, PED reported, “the site visits [for the investigation] 

have been completed and the report is being compiled.”  On July 13, 2012, PED reported to 
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LESC staff that the exit conferences with the parties involved were being scheduled and that 

the Secretary-designate would present the report to the committee during the July interim 

meeting. 

 

Background 
 

On May 16, 2012, Winston Brooks, APS superintendent, wrote to Secretary-designate of Public 

Education Hanna Skandera, asking that PED investigate what the superintendent called the 

“granting of ‘quick’ credit from Southwest Secondary Learning Center [SSLC] to students 

concurrently enrolled in an APS high school.”  According to Mr. Brooks’ letter, the issue was 

raised by one of the district high schools after a senior who had been advised that he would not 

graduate because he had failed the second semester of English 12 managed to earn credit for 

that course at SSLC “in less than four days.”  The letter further explains that the student and his 

family had been notified on several occasions during the semester that the student was in 

danger of not graduating; that the student did fail his English class; and that the student then 

registered at SSLC on Friday, May 11 and returned to his high school on Monday, May 14 with 

a transcript from SSLC showing a grade of C in English/Language Arts 12.  Mr. Brooks adds 

that, at the direction of PED, APS accepted this credit. 

 

Since learning of this incident, Mr. Brooks’ letter continues, the district researched its files and 

found that 289 APS students have earned a total of 387 credits from SSLC during school year 

2011-2012, a circumstance that raises questions about ethics and academic standards.  Thus, 

“We are asking that the New Mexico Public Education Department conduct an immediate audit 

of Southwest Secondary’s curriculum, policies, and procedures to assure that the credits earned 

by students: 

 

 Are legitimate 

 Are aligned with the curriculum 

 Are rigorous in content 

 Prepare students for college 

 Are taught by highly qualified teachers and 

 Meet the high standards promoted by the Public Education Department.” 

 

The letter also questions “the legitimacy of students moving back and forth between charters 

and comprehensive high schools in an effort to quickly earn credits”; questions whether SSLC 

is charging for these credits;
1
 and requests “immediate guidance” from PED. 

 

On May 23, 2012, Secretary-designate Skandera wrote to Mr. Brooks and to Dr. Scott Glasrud, 

Chief Academic Officer, Southwest Learning Centers, announcing that PED will conduct a 

review of the incident recounted in Mr. Brooks’ letter.  The review will “assess the 

circumstances under which these credits were awarded” and focus on the 387 credits identified 

by APS as having been earned at SSLC.  “Other related issues that may be examined in the 

course of the review,” Ms. Skandera says in each letter, “include whether the courses meet state 

requirements, and an examination of APS’s board policies regarding acceptance of recovery 

                                                           
1
 According to media interviews with the Chief Academic Officer at SSLC, the student took the course through the 

school’s extended learning program, which charges a fee of $200 per course, a practice also reflected on the 

school’s website. 
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credits from neighboring districts” (emphasis in the original), including SSLC as that state-

chartered charter school is its own local education agency. 

 

Finally, this issue also attracted the attention of the PEC.  At a special hearing on June 8, 2012, 

PEC members presented a number of questions for consideration by Ms. Callahan.  These 

questions address such issues as: 

 

 definitions of terms (“distance learning” and “asynchronous instruction,” for example); 

 the requirement in PED rule for written agreements between a district or charter school 

providing distance learning and the district or charter school in which a distance 

learning student is enrolled; 

 fees charged for such courses; 

 the statutory authorization for SSLC to charge fees for such courses; 

 student log-in requirements and validation of the student’s work in distance learning or 

extended learning courses; and 

 the policies that govern summer school, credit recovery programs, and extended 

learning programs offered by charter schools and school districts. 

 

The PEC members also questioned whether: 

 

 SSLC has violated its charter by offering extended learning online courses to students 

from other schools; 

 any of the students in question were on the waiting list to enroll in SSLC; 

 students from other districts have earned credit at SSLC under similar circumstances; 

 any students attempted to earn such credit but were denied because they could not pay 

the fee; 

 teachers of these courses received additional compensation; and 

 other charter schools or districts with summer school, credit recovery programs, or 

extended learning programs charge fees for those services. 

 

Presenter 
 

For this presentation, Ms. Hanna Skandera, Secretary-designate of Public Education, will 

present the report of the investigation and review its findings. 


















































