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Student outcomes in Grants and Central 
remain low despite increased funding 
 
Public education is a key state responsibility accounting for $3.8 billion, or 45 
percent, of all recurring state general fund appropriations in FY23. Funding 
for education has grown in the face of declining enrollment and in response to 
the 2018 Martinez-Yazzie decision which found that the state was not 
providing sufficient funding. The Legislature has made a deliberate effort to 
grow funding faster for districts with higher at-risk populations.  School 
districts, including superintendents, principals, educators, other staff and 
school board members, play a key role in using these resources to provide a 
sufficient education. This evaluation of the Grants-Cibola (Grants) and Central 
Consolidated (Central) school districts is one in a series of evaluations 
examining efforts and results of school districts.  
 
In recent years, compared to the rest of the state Grants and Central saw greater 
decreases in enrollment coupled with larger funding increases but lower 
student performance. From FY12 to FY22, enrollment declined by 13 percent 
in Grants and by 22 percent in Central while operational revenue increased by 
49 percent in Grants and by 57 percent in Central. While LFC found that some 
best practices are implemented which have led to pockets of improvement 
(including prekindergarten participation, effective instructional practices at 
select schools, and increased revenue), student outcomes in these districts trail 
state averages. In SY22, fewer than 30 percent of children were proficient in 
reading in either district. Native American and English learner students lag 
even further behind district and state averages. Increased chronic absenteeism, 
select issues with equity and outreach, along with frequent changes in 
principals, assistant principals, and teachers could be contributing to low 
student proficency. A court and a federal report found districts were not always 
adequately meeting the needs of Native American students, who make up 
nearly half (in Grants) and the majority (in Central) of student populations.  
 
Resources to districts have grown significantly, and districts with larger at-risk 
populations or receiving impact aid, such as Central and Grants, have benefited 
from recent legislative changes more than others.  While operational revenue 
growth in these districts exceeded the statewide average, district spending on 
administration grew at a faster rate than spending on instruction.  Grants and 
Central follow statewide trends with growing cash balances. As a percent of 
their budgets, Central currently has the 2nd highest cash balance in the state and 
Grants the 25th highest of 89 districts.  Neither district has maximums or 
minimum targets for cash balances nor plans for spending down balances.   
 
School boards and superintendents play an important role in improving district 
performance. Boards in Grants and Central could spend more time focusing 
on strategic rather than administrative decisions. There is also above-national-
average turnover in superintendents in these districts. Increased and focused 
training could help board members exercise their appropriate authority and 
contribute to increased achievement. Lastly, before effective learning can 
occur, school boards and districts statewide must ensure student safety, 
including stronger policies and training to prevent adult sexual misconduct. 
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Key Findings 
 
Districts need stronger instruction, deeper engagement and stable leadership 
to boost low achievement.  
 
Revenue growth outpaces spending contributing to high cash balances, yet 
enrollment drops require workforce efficiencies.  

Governance and leadership should focus on planning, stability, and training to 
improve student outcomes and safety.   

 

Key Recommendations   
The Legislature should consider: 
• Targeted pay increases and additional support for principals to reduce 

mobility and turnover; and 
• Amending state law (Section 22-5-13 NMSA 1978) to adjust local 

school board training requirements to include performance-based 
budgeting. 

 
Grants and Central should: 
• Increase low proficiencies by fully implementing PED’s accelerated 

learning strategy (i.e. teach grade-level content while addressing 
unfinished learning); 

• Offer more preK while effectively coordinating with Head Start 
programs so as not to supplant federal funds; 

• Continue to promote and implement extended learning time programs 
such as K-12 Plus; 

• Use student support services to further identify and resolve root causes 
of chronic absenteeism; 

• Provide targeted supports to reduce principal and teacher instability; 
• Set cash balance minimums, maximums, and targets for approval by 

school boards in line with cited best practices and create three-year 
plans for use of cash balances;  

• Adopt the New Mexico School Board Association model policies on 
staff and student professional boundaries; and 

• Require trainings for all district staff on adult sexual misconduct be 
in-person and include information on appropriate social medial and 
electronic communication behavior and boundaries. 

 
The Public Education Department (PED) should: 
• Expand the capacity of its teacher evaluation system to enable 

statewide and district-level analysis of its data by purchasing the 
module of CANVAS that allows for data reporting and analysis;  

• Regularly report data to school boards relating to student performance, 
financials and educator workforce and ensure school boards receive 
increased training on how to use this data to inform their strategic 
decision-making; and 

• Continue to work with New Mexico’s congressional delegation to 
waive the two year home country residency rule for high-performing 
teachers on expiring J-1 visas. 

 
 

Evaluation Objectives  
 
1. Examine governance 
and oversight structures; 
 
2. Evaluate trends in 
student achievement and 
instruction; and 
 
3. Study business 
management and resource 
allocation. 
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Background  

Continual examination of school district operations 
promotes an effective education system. From 2007 
through 2022, the Legislative Finance Committee (LFC) 
reviewed the operations and finances of 21 school 
districts, beginning with Albuquerque Public Schools in 
2007. This program evaluation examines governance, 
performance, and finances at two school districts in the 
western region of the state: Central Consolidated School 
District (Central) and Grants-Cibola County Schools 
(Grants).1 Given that public education is a core state 
responsibility and accounts for the largest share of all state 
spending, it is important to continually examine school 
district operations to ensure an effective public education 
system for students and the public. Past LFC evaluations 
identified findings related to inefficiencies in financial 
management, declining student enrollment, and the need 
for long-term strategic planning. 
 
Rural and expansive, Central and Grants both face 
challenges in serving a diverse and lower income 
student population. Located in the far northwest corner 
of the state, Central serves approximately 4,900 students, 
employs approximately 1,000 personnel, and covers 
nearly 3,000 square miles. Central’s students are primarily 
Native American (93 percent), one-third are English 
learners, and most are low-income (90 percent). This rural district serves three 
communities with diverse needs: Kirtland, Newcomb, and Shiprock, the latter 
two located on the Navajo Nation. The district also represents 15 Native 
American Chapter Houses. Some students in the district face distinct 
challenges, including three hour round-trip commutes to school. Systemic 
poverty is acute; up to 40 percent of families do not have electricity, potable 
water, or internet. The remoteness of the district presents challenges to 
infrastructure, staff recruitment and retention, and equitable allocation of 
resources.  
 
Grants is located in Cibola County, west of the Albuquerque Public School 
district. It serves approximately 3,200 students and employs approximately 
500 personnel. Grants is also a rural and diverse district, covering nearly 
4,000 square miles, and includes Laguna Pueblo, Acoma Pueblo, and Baca-
Prewitt Navajo Chapter. Grants’ students are primarily Native American (47 
                                                      
 
1 LFC has not evaluated any western school districts since 2009. For the current 
evaluation, staff identified a sample of 10 school districts in the western part of the 
state, each varying in size, funding, and performance, and used three criteria to select 
school districts for review. First, staff selected districts with more than 1,000 
students. Second, staff identified districts with below state average proficiencies in 
reading and math. Lastly, districts with a higher number of FY21 audit findings were 
selected. As a result of these criteria, staff selected the Central and Grants school 
districts. 

Figure 1. School Districts Evaluated by the 
Legislative Finance Committee 

2007 through 2023 

 
Source: LFC files 

Table 1. Number of Schools 
and Students in Grants and 

Central SY22 
 Grants Central 
Prekindergarten 
(# of students) 

3 
(88) 

1 
(65) 

Elementary 
(# of students) 

7 
(1648) 

8 
(2149) 

Middle  
(# of students) 

2 
(489) 

3 
(1014) 

High  
(# of students) 

3 
(1041) 

4 
(1724) 

 
Source: PED 
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percent) and Hispanic (38 percent). Most are low-income (85 percent) and 
about one in ten students is an English learner. The vastness of the district 
presents similar challenges to those experienced in Central.  
 
Districts continue to recover from the impacts of the pandemic. The 
pandemic placed substantial mental health burdens on school children and 
teachers.  Previous LFC reports noted the exacerbating impact of the pandemic 
on increased chronic absence and slowed growth in proficiency, particularly 
for low-income students who had lower than average growth before the 
pandemic. Additional lost learning days are potentially widening the existing 
achievement gap and setting New Mexico’s children even further behind 
academic norms. Rural serving districts with large Native American 
populations, such as Central and Grants, faced particular challenges in 
providing remote instruction to students. While schools have returned to in-
person learning, districts are still adjusting to the effects of the pandemic.  
 
While the majority of district operational revenue comes from the 
state and goes to instruction, districts also receive millions in 
federal funds. 
 
School districts receive nearly all of their operational funding from the state. 
The state allocates funding to school districts and charter schools based on a 
statutory funding formula called the state equalization guarantee (SEG) 
formula. School districts have local discretion over how to budget and spend 
these dollars. School boards oversee and approve district budgets (prepared by 
superintendents) before being sent to PED for review and approval.  In FY22, 
Grants received $58.1 million in total revenue, including funding for 
operations, grants, capital funds, debt services, and other purposes. State 
funding constituted 69 percent ($39.9 million) of total revenue for Grants and 

School districts receive 
nearly all of their 
operational funding 
from the state 

Table 2. District Revenues, Expenditures, and Cash Balances for FY22 

Sources and Uses 
Grants Central 

Operational 
Fund All Funds Operational 

Fund All Funds 

Revenues 

Local $161,506 $5,351,587 $603,830 $9,224,703 
State $35,614,864 $39,896,678 $56,876,824 $60,469,866 
Federal $2,345,708 $12,836,057 $21,644,682 $45,934,620 
Other $46,764 $46,764 $140,425 $140,425 
Total $38,168,842 $58,131,086 $79,265,761 $115,769,613 

Expenditures 

Instruction and 
Related 
Support 
Services 

$24,148,189 $32,996,479 $44,923,079 $61,505,343 

Buildings and 
Maintenance $6,079,840 $19,346,827 $14,989,668 $30,239,378 

General/Central 
Administration $2,833,092 $4,115,155 $4,640,600 $6,028,302 

School 
Administration $1,858,588 $2,028,181 $4,968,821 $5,278,561 

Other $14,471 $6,427,187 $804,209 $11,936,653 
Total $34,934,180 $64,913,829 $70,326,377 $114,988,237 

End-of-Year 
Cash 

Balances 
Total $11,096,582 $30,614,132 $41,093,374 $60,286,624 

Note: FY22 expenditures in this table include actual expenditures and encumbrances. 
Source: LFC analysis of PED Operating Budget Management System data 
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93 percent ($35.6 million) of operational revenue. In the same year,   Central 
received $115.7 million in total revenue, including funding for operations, 
grants, capital funds, debt services, and other purposes. State funding 
constituted 52 percent ($60.5 million) of total revenue for Central and 72 
percent ($56.9 million) of operational revenue. Both districts spent a majority 
of their expenditures on instruction and related support services for students 
and instructors. 
 
Financial resources in Grants and Central increased over the 
past decade and a recent boost in federal funds provides 
significant new funding. 
 
From FY12 to FY22, Grants and Central had operational revenue growth 
exceeding the state average due to state funding increases, additional funding 
for at-risk students, and the removal of a deduction for federal impact aid 
funding in the state funding formula. In addition to these operational funding 
increases, Central and Grants (along with districts statewide) received 
pandemic relief funds through three federal acts (Elementary and Secondary 
School Emergency Relief Fund, or ESSER I, II and III), with distributions 
based on enrollment.  
 
Operational revenue growth in Central and Grants outpaced state growth 
in part due to impact aid funding. Federal impact aid compensates school 
districts for the loss of property tax revenue because of the presence of federal 
land. The largest category of impact aid funding (basic support payments) 
helps school districts educate federally connected students, including students 
residing on Native American lands.  The public education funding formula 
used to deduct 75 percent of school districts’ federal impact aid basic support 
payments and local property tax revenue from their state funding allocations. 
However, in 2021 the Legislature eliminated state funding deductions (Laws 
2021, Chapter 52, House Bill 6), resulting in state funding increases to school 
districts receiving federal impact aid payments and local property tax revenue. 
 
Grants and Central received an additional $1.6 million and $15.9 million, 
respectively, in FY22 from the removal of the impact aid deduction in the SEG 
formula. In FY20, prior to the removal of the deduction, Central received $21.9 
million in federal impact aid basic support payments and had 75 percent of that 
amount (or $16.4 million) deducted from its final SEG funding allocation. In 
the same year, Grants received $2.6 million in impact aid basic support 
payments and had $1.9 million deducted from its SEG allocation. In FY22, 
after the removal of the deduction, Central received $21.2 million and Grants 
received $2.1 million in impact aid payments. From FY12 to FY22, 
operational revenue grew 42 percent in districts statewide while in Grants it 
grew 49 percent and in Central 57 percent.  
 
Across the three federal pandemic acts, Grants will receive a total of 
approximately $22 million and Central $34 million; all districts statewide 
will receive approximately $1.4 billion.  Federal guidance allows for 
flexibility in allowable uses for these funds, ranging from activities related to 
school health and safety to providing accelerated learning, funding more 
counselors, or preventing teacher layoffs.  According to a 2022 McKinsey & 
Company report, school districts nationwide face challenges deploying funds 
due to administrative hurdles, talent shortages and insufficient strategic 

 
Source: LFC analysis of PED data 
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planning and operational capacity. According to the Q1 PED Performance 
Report Card, PED has not been timely with issuing award letters and 
processing reimbursements. Districts have until September 2023 (ESSER II) 
and September 2024 (ESSER III) to spend the funds with a possibility for 

potential extensions. Statewide, districts 
have largely spent down ESSER I. Central 
and Grants spent most of their ESSER I 
funds on educational technology. Central 
has spent approximately 75 percent of its 
ESSER II funds, the majority going 
towards educational technology and 
outdoor education support. In Grants, more 
than half (56 percent) of ESSER II funds 
has been spent, the majority on activities to 

maintain continuity of services and facility improvements to reduce virus 
transmission (see Appendix B for more details).   
 
Grants plans to spend most ESSER III funds on career and technical 
education, technology, and outreach for at-risk students. Grants 
identified five priorities for its approximately $14 million in  ESSER III funds: 
addressing learning loss; building a comprehensive Career and Technical 
Education (CTE) program; appreciating culture and diversity; caring for 
vulnerable populations; and creating a nurturing culture for staff. According 
to financial data submitted to PED as of September 2022, Grants had spent 
$630 thousand (5 percent) and encumbered an additional $8 million (62 
percent spent or encumbered).  The majority was spent on equipment in 
connection with their CTE programs.  
 
Central plans to spend most of ESSER III funds on student engagement 
programs to address learning loss and social-emotional well-being of 
students and staff with professional development. Central was awarded 
approximately $21 million in ESSER III funds. The district identified the need 
to invest in technology, programs to improve engagement and behavior, parent 
and teacher education on impacts of the pandemic and cultural awareness, 
professional development, food and basic need supplies, and facility 
improvements related to the pandemic. Central has spent $270 thousand (1 
percent) and encumbered an additional $1.6 million (9 percent spent or 
encumbered). The majority was spent on school-level administrative staff, 
salaries for instructional support coordinators, and building maintenance.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 3. Federal Pandemic Funding 
 (in millions)  

 ESSER I ESSSER II ESSER III Total 
Grants $1.6 $6.8 $14 $22 
Central $2.5 $10 $21 $34 

Statewide $98 $402 $880 $1,379 
Source: PED 
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Student enrollment declines in Grants and Central outpaced 
statewide trends, driven by lower birth rates, outmigration, the 
pandemic, and closure of a key supporting industry.  
 
Declining enrollment in public schools presents challenges to districts as they 
make facility plans and project future revenue. In Central, the closure of a 
power plant has forced some families to relocate in pursuit of jobs elsewhere 
and also translates into a potential $3.7 million reduction in property tax 
revenue no longer available for district capital improvement projects. 
 
From SY12 to SY22, statewide enrollment declined 7 percent while 
Grants’ enrollment declined 13 percent and Central’s declined 22 
percent. From SY12 to SY22, Grants lost 461 students and Central lost 1,395 
students. With only one district-authorized charter school in Central and none 
in Grants, charter schools are not drawing students away from public schools 
in these two districts as they have in other districts. However, since 2010, birth 
rates have declined in the counties of both districts at a faster rate than 
statewide (31 percent in San Juan, 28 percent in Cibola, and 21 percent 
statewide). Outmigration has also likely played a role. In nearly every year 
since 2011, more individuals have moved out of both San Juan and Cibola 
counties than have moved into them. According to the University of New 
Mexico’s Geospatial and Population Studies program, San Juan and Cibola 
counties are projected to lose population by 9 and 5 percent, respectively, from 
2020 to 2040. A 2020 report from the Western Interstate Commission for 
Higher Education projected that from 2019 to 2037 the number of high school 
graduates in New Mexico will decline by 22 percent due in part to declining 
birth rates representing one of the steepest declines in the country. In the case 
of Central, decisions to close the nearby coal-fired power plant and mine are 
likely contributing to this trend, with the Associated Press reporting in October 
2022 that 25 percent of students at Judy Nelson Elementary left in the last five 
years in response to the plant closure. The Covid-19 pandemic has also likely 
contributed to enrollment declines. However, preliminary 40th day school 
district enrollment counts indicate some students are returning to the districts. 
In FY23 in Grants, enrollment grew by approximately 300 students and in 
Central enrollement grew by approximately 130 students.  
 
Closure of the San Juan Generating Station and San Juan Coal Mine 
could reduce Central’s property tax revenue by as much as 49 percent. 
The San Juan Generating Station, a coal-fired power plant located within the 
Central school district, closed in 2022, along with the adjacent San Juan Coal 
Mine, which supplies the generating station with coal. The closure will impact 
the ability of the school district to raise revenue and repay school bonds issued 
for facility construction and improvement.  In FY22, Central received $7.7 
million in property tax revenue with an estimated $3.7 million attributable to 
the plant and mine.  
 
Another important consequence of the plant closure relates to the ability of the 
district to receive state funding for capital projects through the Public School 
Capital Outlay Council (PSCOC). The PSCOC uses a formula that provides a 
higher state match to districts with lower property valuations, which are based 
on a five-year rolling average of a district’s total property value. For districts 
that experience a catastrophic change in valuation, the rolling average will not 
immediately reflect the loss of local resources. Currently, Central receives an 
estimated 43 percent state match for capital outlay project funding, based on 
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the five-year rolling average. If the state match was based on the most recent 
valuation rather than a rolling five-year average, Central would receive an 
estimated 58 percent state match in SY24. PSCOC, LFC, and LESC are also 
considering legislative changes to the formula that would reduce the local 
match by one-third from FY24 to FY26, which could further increase Central’s 
state match to 72 percent.  
 
In 2020, Grants was similarly impacted by the closure of the Tri-State 
Generating Plant and the Ciniza Oil Refinery. In 2020, the Escalante Station, 
a coal power plant near Prewitt, New Mexico, closed with a loss of 107 
employees. Grants district officials report 100 of these jobs were from Cibola 
county. The Ciniza Oil Refinery in Gallup closed the same year, resulting in a 
loss of 200 jobs but it is unknown how many of these jobs impacted Cibola 
county. Similar to in Central, these closures impacted the ability of Grants to 
generate local revenue.  
 
Due to aging infrastructure, building needs in Grants and Central 
have increased, with local, state, and federal funding available for 
capital projects. 
 
Despite declining enrollment, school buildings still need repair, with some 
schools in more critical need than others. On average, across the state, school 
buildings are around 36 years old, similar to in Central (34 years old) and 
Grants (37 years old). In response to a court ruling in the Zuni v. State of New 
Mexico lawsuit, the state created a process for school districts to apply for state 
match funding to improve school facilities falling below state adequacy 
standards. School districts are required to use their own local funds to pay for 
renovating or rebuilding schools above adequacy standards.  
 
On average, the repair needs of school facilities in Grants and Central 
have increased in recent years and are comparable to statewide 
averages. The state Public School Facilities Authority (PSFA) tracks the 
quality of school facility conditions with a metric called the facility condition 
index (FCI), measuring a school’s costs of repairs relative to the costs of 
replacement. For example, an FCI score of 100 percent means replacement 
would be more cost-effective than repairs. In FY22, the statewide average FCI 
was 54 percent, similar to that of both Central (57 percent) and Grants (52 
percent). However, there was wide variation of facility condition within these 
two districts. In Central, the FCI ranged from 21 percent at July Nelson 
Elementary School to 72 percent at Newcomb Elementary School, a school 
with some structures from the 1960s. In Grants, the range was even greater: 
the FCI was 16 percent at Los Alamitos Middle School compared to 85 percent 
at Bluewater Elementary School. PSCOC awarded Central $15.9 million in 
state funds for replacement and repair costs at Newcomb and awarded Grants 
$5.5 million for similar costs at Bluewater. About half of all schools in both 
districts have an FCI above 60 percent, suggesting demolition and replacement 
may be a more cost-effective option than renovation. The remoteness of many 
schools in both districts presents challenges to maintaining and updating 
infrastructure (see Appendix C for information on FCI by school in each 
district). 
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Districts need stronger instruction, deeper 
engagement and stable leadership to boost low 
achievement  
Student proficiency rates in Grants and Central have generally lagged behind 
already low statewide averages since SY15, with notable districtwide drops in 
proficiencies occurring in middle school. While on average students in both 
districts gain a year’s worth of learning each year, Native American students 
and English learners fall behind peers in reading proficiency and high school 
graduation rates. Additionally, more students were chronically absent in both 
districts in SY22 than in recent years, mirroring statewide and national trends. 
In Grants, student behavior problems doubled from SY18 to SY22 while in 
Central they declined over this period. Addressing both absenteeism and 
behavior issues, particularly in middle schools, could increase meaningful 
student engagement and performance.  Accelerated learning, extended 
learning time programs (ELTP) and prekindergarten (preK) are evidence-
based to improve student outcomes. The Legislature has increased 
appropriations for ELTP and preK. Grants implements K-5 Plus and ELTP and 
Central implements only ELTP.  
 
Additionally, instruction and school leadership are the two most important 
school-based factors influencing student achievement yet most schools in both 
districts have seen challenges maintaining stable leadership and teaching staff. 
Changes in principals and assistant principals exceeded 50 percent in SY22 in 
Central and was nearly 40 percent in Grants, exceeding the 2018 national 
average of 18 percent. Recruiting teachers (in Central) and retaining them (in 
Central and Grants) is also a challenge, as evidenced by high vacancy and 
frequent staff changes. Lastly, with Native American students making up 
nearly half (in Grants) and the majority (in Central) of students, there are 
opportunities to improve collaboration with Pueblos and Tribes and prioritize 
advanced course work for Native American students.  
 
Districtwide proficiencies lag statewide averages  
In recent years, reading proficiencies in Grants and Central have fallen below 
the state average, with a steep drop in Central in SY22.2 In SY22, reading 
proficiencies were 19 percent in Central, 27 percent in Grants, and 34 percent 
statewide. Math proficiency grew slightly in SY22 in Grants (17 percent) and 
Statewide (24 percent), but remained relatively stagnant in Central (13 
percent).   
 
 
 
 

                                                      
 
2 Since SY15, New Mexico has undergone two state summative assessment 
transitions, in addition to two years of optional test taking due to the COVID-19 
pandemic, making it difficult to track student proficiency longitudinally. However, 
comparing district student proficiencies to statewide trends remains a helpful 
measure. 
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Low reading proficiencies in middle school contribute to lagging 
districtwide proficiency rates. Student proficiencies vary across grades. In 
SY22, while Grants elementary students’ reading proficiencies neared or 
surpassed the state average, middle school proficiencies were markedly below 
the state average (17 percent and 38 percent, respectively). This proficiency 
drop in middle school is a pattern that goes back several years in Grants. In 
Central, reading proficiencies in all grades remained below statewide 
averages. Math proficiencies statewide and in both districts tend to peak in 

sixth grade and then fall again (see Appendix D). A 
previous LFC report on the costs and effectiveness of 
middle school found middle school is a time when 
achievement gaps are closed or widened. The same report 
found New Mexico middle schools did not consistently 
provide programming and resources to promote social-
emotional behavior conducive to engagement and 
academic growth. In Grants, behavior problems were high 
among middle school students in SY22, as discussed 
further in the following section. Low proficiency scores, 
coupled with increased behavior problems, may indicate 
Grants middle school students require additional social-
emotional and academic supports.  
 

Research also indicates districts can bolster middle school achievement by 
beginning to incorporate college and career readiness in middle schools and 
not just in high schools. Providing career technical education (CTE) 
coursework can also be an effective way to motivate students to attend school. 
While Grants has begun to offer CTE pathways in middle schools, Central 
offers CTE classes only to high school students through the Bond Wilson 
Technical Center. Students who attend Newcomb High located in a remote 
part of the district lack these opportunities and the district is considering ways 
to extend similar offereings to these students. Central should finalize these 
plans and expand CTE coursework to middle school students throughout the 
district.  

 
Source: PED 
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On average, students gain a year’s worth of learning annually, but at-risk 
students are behind. The Martinez-Yazzie lawsuit found “dismal” outcomes 
indicated the state had not provided a sufficient education for at-risk students, 
including Native American students and English learners (EL). Additionally, 
New Mexico’s Indian Education Act lays out goals and requirements for 
providing Native American students an equitable, culturally relevant education 
through collaboration between tribes, schools, and the state. Districtwide in 
both Grants and Central, students on average typically gain a year’s worth of 
learning annually. At the same time, Native American and EL students lag 
their peers in proficiency and high school graduation rates. In SY21, the high 
school graduation rate in Grants was 72 percent, for Native American students 
it was 70 percent and for EL students it was 67 percent. In Central, there was 
a similar pattern. The districtwide graduation rate was 70 percent, for Native 
American students it was 68 percent and for EL students it was 64 percent. 
High school graduation rates for Hispanic students in Grants and Central (74 
percent) exceeded districtwide averages. White students graduated at higher 
rates in both Grants (76 percent) and Central (92 percent) than districtwide 
averages.  
 
In terms of reading proficiency, Native American and EL students lag even 
further behind their peers than they do with graduation rates. In Grants, 27 
percent of students were proficient in reading in SY22, while 18 percent of 
Native American students were proficient and 10 percent of EL students. In 
Central, 19 percent of students were proficient in reading, 16 percent of Native 
Americans and 10 percent of EL. Rates of chronic absence in these districts do 
not follow the same trend. Hispanic students in Grants exceeded all groups 
with 52 percent chronically absent. 

 
Graduation rates have increased while math and reading proficiencies 
remain low, suggesting students are graduating without achieving 
academic proficiency. From 2018 to 2021, the statewide high school 

  
Source: LFC analysis of PED data 
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graduation rate increased from 74 percent to 77 percent. Over the same period, 
Grants experienced a 10 percentage point increase to a 72 percent graduation 
rate while Central increased 6 percentage points to a 70 percent graduation 
rate. At the same time, proficiency rates remain consistently below 35 percent 
in reading and below 25 percent in math. In SY22, in Grants 18 percent of 
students scored proficient on the SAT and 20 percent in Central. These data 
suggest students are graduating high school without academic proficiency for 
college and career readiness.   
 
Students in Newcomb High (Central) and Cubero Elementary (Grants) 
excelled beyond statewide averages despite high poverty. The percent of 
students at Newcomb High proficient in reading increased by 18 percentage 
points from SY18 to SY19, surpassing the state average and building on a few 
years of steady gains. Students in this school are nearly 100 percent Native 
American and economically disadvantaged. During interviews with LFC staff, 
the Newcomb high school principal in place during this time of increased 
achievement, recounted how the school used the 90 day plans schools are 
required to submit to PED to create a detailed, school-wide effort to promote 
data-driven instruction and high expectations. On a triweekly basis, teachers 
examined data, developed interventions and monitored progress, supported 
with high-dosage tutoring. The plans for SY19 contained detailed weekly, bi-
monthly and monthly action steps. In SY22, after that principal left, the action 
steps included in the 90 day plans were broader, covering an entire semester 
and did not include detailed steps for reaching goals.  
 

In SY22, the growth in the percentage of Native 
American students at Cubero Elementary in 
Grants that were proficient in reading and math 
grew at a steeper rate than statewide. In recent 
years, the school’s 90 day plans submitted to PED 
closely aligned with the Grants districtwide 
protocol of examining student work through 
which teachers meet regularly on grade level 
teams with the principal and instructional coach to 
examine student data and plan instruction and 
interventions. The plan also emphasized the 
importance of teaching standards-based grade-
level content, and set a goal for grade level teams 
to discuss professional development needs with 
the instructional coach and principal bi-weekly.   

 
The strategies mobilized at Newcomb and Cubero are similar to those of 
PED’s accelerated learning strategy which aims to hold students to high 
expectations through teaching grade-level content while also addressing gaps 
in understanding. This strategy is supported by research from the non-profit 
educational research firm TNTP. Many of these strategies are also part of the 
eight characteristics of high-performing schools identified in prior LFC 
reports, including high expectations and standards, curriculum and instruction 
aligned with core standards, a data-driven focus, and frequent monitoring of 
student achievement. Additionally, the Results First Clearinghouse from Pew 
notes that professional development focusing on using assessment data to 
modify and improve instruction is not only evidence-based but also has a high 
benefit-to-cost ratio. Following the pandemic, school closures and a change in 
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school leadership, reading proficiency and graduation rates dropped at 
Newcomb. In the case of reading proficiency, the drop amounted to 30 
percentage points with only 9 percent of students proficient.  
 

 
Behavior problems and high absenteeism suggest the need for 
improved engagement and more instructional time. 
 
While students in Central and Grants elementary schools gained on average a 
year’s worth of learning annually from SY17-SY19, across both districts, 
proficiencies remain low.  Research has shown that additional learning time 
has the potential to raise academic proficiencies through multiple programs, 
including prekindergarten (preK), K-5 Plus, and extended learning time 
programs. A meta-analysis of research on the benefits of extended learning 
looked at 15 studies and found 14 provided some evidence of a positive 
relationship for at least one intended achievement outcome or subsample of 
students. There are also financial benefits with some extended learning 
opportunities offering returns as high as $6-to-$1 for preK and $8-to-$1 for 
summer learning programs. 
 
This relationship between instructional time and student achievement is 
particularly important given the reported impact of missed learning time due 
to the pandemic and the exacerbating impact of growing chronic absence and 
student behavior issues.  Additionally, LFC has published research identifying 
evidence-based programming to help address student behavior issues 
including the PAX Good Behavior game which has been implemented in 
several districts, including Central.   

Figure 2. Eight Characteristics of High-Performing Schools 

 
Source: LFC. (2014). “Program Evaluation: Performance and Improvement Trends.” Report #14-11. P.12.  
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From SY18 to SY22, student discipline problems in Grants nearly 
doubled from 63 reported infractions to 121, whereas statewide incidents 
increased by 34 percent. Research has found behavior problems have a 
negative relationship with academic performance.  In Grants, behavior 
incidents were due mostly to simple assault, followed by tobacco use. Of the 
121 reported incidents in SY22, 87 occurred at Los Alamitos Middle School. 
District officials in Grants report changes to their discipline handbook and 
processes improved the accuracy of reporting, potentially contributing to some 
of the increase in incidents. Discipline issues typically rise in middle school 
and schools are often ill equipped to meet the social-emotional needs of young 
adolescents. Statewide, discipline problems also increased. A 2022 national 
survey conducted by the Institute of Education Sciences found an increase as 
well with more than 80 percent of public schools reporting stunted behavioral 
and socioemotional development in their students because of the COVID-19 
pandemic. The experience in Central, however, was different where there was 
a decline in student discipline problems, dropping 42 percent from SY18 to 
SY22. 
 
Last year, Grants used at-risk funds to place student success advisors for each 
grade level at every middle and high school, to allow traditional counselors to 
focus on student behavioral health. The district plans for the student success 
advisors to follow a cohort of students across their school careers. While this 
practice is promising, the effects cannot yet be measured. 
 
Central is implementing the PAX Good Behavior game, an evidence-based 
classroom intervention for young children to decrease disruptive behavior and 
increase attentiveness, in all elementary schools. However, the district is also 
using the Capturing Kid’s Hearts Teen Leadership curriculum in middle 
school, which does not have the same research evidence base, according to the 
Pew Results First clearinghouse. Central should ensure it meets the behavioral 
needs of its students by implementing an evidence-based program, or 
evaluating the effectiveness of Capturing Kids’ Hearts’ curriculum on its 
students.  

Worsening chronic absenteeism in Grants and Central contributes to 
lagging performance, in ways similar to how poverty shapes 
achievement. A growing body of national research, as well recent LFC and 
LESC reports, reveal the role of quality classroom time on student 
achievement, with increased absences associated with decreased performance 
on assessments in reading and math. While chronic absenteeism is on the rise 
nationally, the problem is more serious in New Mexico with 40 percent of 
students chronically absent compared with 17 percent nationwide, and 43 
percent in Central (or 2,148 students), and 41 percent in Grants (or 1,351 
students). These students missed at least 18.5 days of school, more than the ten 
days that the state’s extended learning time programs add. An October 2022 
LESC report found a relationship between the number of instructional hours 
and average student test scores, with the largest impact in middle school. 
Statewide, 10 additional instructional hours were associated with a one point 
increase in standardized test scores in middle school. Using this statewide 
analysis, and the instructional hours in Grants and Central, a chronically absent 
student would have lost approximately 11 points on standardized tests. LESC 
research also notes a similar gap in achievement, around 12 points, between 
low income middle school students and their more affluent peers. Time in 
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school, and the quality of instruction, impacts achievement and chronic 
absence sets students further behind.  

While schools across the state and in Central and Grants have attendance 
coaches whose primary role is to help improve attendance, research from the 
Johns Hopkins Everyone Graduates Center suggests measuring and 
monitoring data is only part of the solution. Principals and schools must 
promote awareness about the impact of chronic absenteeism, celebrate 
successes, identify root causes, and connect students with supports related to 
transportation, food, health or housing. Federal pandemic funds can be used to 
track student attendance and improve engagement. 
 
According to PED, no school in Central submitted an attendance 
improvement plan for SY22, although it is required by New Mexico’s 
Attendance for Success Act.  The New Mexico Attendance for Success Act 
requires districts and schools with rates of chronic absence over five percent 
to submit an attendance improvement plan. Although the Act passed in 2019, 
the pandemic disrupted full implementation and not all districts and schools 
consistently submitted plans. In SY22, all but one school in Grants had 
submitted an attendance improvement plan. Central district officials report all 
schools submitted an attendance improvement plan for SY23. 
 
Grants and Central are implementing Extended Learning Time Programs 
(ELTPs) districtwide, but only Grants is participating in K-5 Plus, despite 
research pointing to the effectiveness of these programs. Research on the 
effects of extended learning time has found positive results for students, 
especially those at risk of school failure. One study on summer learning loss 
refers to the idea of a “resource faucet,” which is turned on during the school 
year, enabling all students to make gains. Out of school, however, the flow of 
resources slows for some students, while remaining steady for others. 
Extending the school year can provide a steadier flow of resources for low-
income and at-risk students in New Mexico, who make up the majority of 
public school students. For students who may not have as many out-of-school 
opportunities and resources, time in school can be an important equalizer. 
Given the loss in student learning from the pandemic, extending learning time 
is an important tool for districts to use.  Furthermore, the court ruling on the 
Martinez-Yazzie lawsuit recommended expanding access to extended learning 
approaches.   
 
For FY23, the Legislature included $95 million within the SEG public 
education formula to fund ELTPs and $120 million to fund K-5 Plus programs 
across districts. According to preliminary data from PED, 41 percent 
of students statewide are participating in ELTPs while only 3 percent 
of students are participating in K-5 Plus programs statewide. Since 
FY21, districts have foregone nearly $400 million in funding for 
these interventions. However, in Grants and Central roughly 100 
percent of students are participating in ELTPs, resulting in an 
additional $1.7 million for Grants and $2.6 million for Central in 
FY23. In FY22 and FY23, 89 percent of eligible students in Grants 
(around 1.4 thousand students) participated in K-5 Plus, resulting in 
around an additional $2.3 million for the district each year. Grants 
only recently started participated in greater numbers in K-5 Plus. In 
FY20 and FY21 few or no students participated in K-5 Plus (zero 
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In SY22, Grants’ Bluewater 
Elementary School’s chronic 
absence rate (23 percent) was 
about half Grant’s districtwide rate 
(41 percent). Students in this school 
outperformed the state average in 
reading and math with a student 
population over 95 percent low-
income. Given the importance of 
instructional time, the school’s low 
rate of chronic absence is likely 
contributing to its performance.  
 
District officials report the school 
has also embraced the district’s 
learning plan. Introduced in SY19, 
the learning plan aims to support its 
highly mobile student population by 
ensuring similar instructional scope 
and sequence across schools. 
Students are further supported 
through the examining student work 
protocol. Teachers meet weekly 
with principals and instructional 
coaches to examine student 
artifacts and assessments, identify 
student needs, evaluate class 
instruction, and plan interventions. 
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participants in FY20 and 314 in FY21). Central is not currently implementing 
any K-5 Plus programs, forgoing $2.9 million in potential funding. Given the 
importance of instructional time for student achievement, Grants and Central 
should continue to implement and expand participation in extended learning 
time programs.   
 
Students in Grants and Central who participated in prekindergarten 
(preK) had higher high school graduation rates than nonparticipants. The 
2021 LFC program evaluation, Prekindergarten Quality and Educational 
Outcomes, found prekindergarten participation was associated with higher 
graduation rates later in life. Specifically, students who participated in the 
inaugural year of New Mexico prekindergarten (school year 2005-06) 
statewide had a four-year high school graduation rate of 80 percent in 2019 
while nonparticipants had a graduation rate of 74 percent. LFC staff found 
similar patterns for students in Grants and Central. Students who participated 
in New Mexico prekindergarten in SY06 had higher 2019 graduation rates than 
nonparticipants in both Grants, 79 percent graduation versus 67 percent 
graduation, and Central, 84 percent graduation versus 73 percent graduation.  
These data provide further evidence prekindergarten programs improve 
student performance through high school graduation. In FY23, 75 percent of 
eligible children were served with preK in Central and 36 percent in Grants. 
Statewide, 47 percent of eligible children were served with preK.  However, 

previous LFC reports estimate 80 percent of four-
year-olds have access to preK, Head Start, child care 
assistance or other programs. Coordinating between 
preK and Head Start is particularly important in 
order to not supplant federal funds while also 
ensuring high quality services. From FY13 to FY22, 
four-year-old enrollment in Head Start programs 
located in Central dropped 68 percent (from 54 to 17 
slots) and in Grants remained stable (from 168 to 172 
slots). Statewide, Head Start capacity dropped 13 
percent (from 7,625 to 6,636). Both districts 
implement full-day prekindergarten and work with 
Head Start partners. 
 

Stable school leadership and evidence-based professional 
development could help address low student proficiency rates.  
  
Instruction and school leadership are the two most important school-based 
factors influencing student achievement. Research points to the negative 
relationship between mobility and turnover of principals and teachers and 
student achievement, which disproportionately impacts high-poverty, low-
achieving schools.3 Yet, mobility and turnover of principals, assistant 
principals, and teachers is high in Grants and Central compared with a national 
average. District officials report a number of factors contribute to staff changes 
such as superintendent transitions, management decisions, compensation, 

                                                      
 
3 Miller, A. (2013). Principal turnover and student achievement. Economics of 
Education Review, 36, 60–72; Levin, S., & Bradley, K. (2019). Understanding and 
addressing principal turnover: A review of the research. Palo Alto, CA: Learning 
Policy Institute. 
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principal promotions to central office, housing, long commutes, and 
retirement. With a limited teacher evaluation system, districts are unable to 
systematically evaluate instruction. Additionally, evidence-based professional 
development that helps teachers to use assessment data to modify instruction 
has a high benefit-to-cost ratio. More professional development funds could 
be dedicated to providing additional evidence-based supports for teachers to 
increase achievement.  
 
Since SY20, mobility and turnover of principals and assistant principals 
in Grants and Central exceeded 35 percent, well above the 18 percent 
national average in 2018. Research notes principal leadership accounts for 
one quarter of all school effects on student achievement, second only to 
instruction in influence. Given the pivotal role school leaders can play in 
boosting achievement, ensuring their stability is critical. In SY22, 54 percent 
of principals and assistant principals were new to their role in Central and 38 
percent in Grants. While this trend has improved in Grants since SY21, it has 
worsened in Central. Both districts, however, have surpassed an approximate 
18 percent national average in principal turnover reported in a national 2020 
study using data from the National Center of Education Statistics. The 
pandemic may have exacerbated this trend. A study published by the Learning 
Policy Institute and the National Association of Secondary School Principals 
found five major factors contribute to principal turnover: inadequate 
preparation and professional development, poor working conditions, 
insufficient salaries, and lack of decision-making authority.  
 
Teacher mobility and turnover exceeded 30 percent in both districts in 
FY22. In 2021, the RAND Corporation, an independent research organization, 
conducted a national teacher survey indicating 25 percent of teachers were 
likely to leave their jobs by the end of the school year. The pandemic likely 
exacerbated challenges with retaining teachers nationwide. Prior to the 
pandemic, data from the U.S. National Center of Education Statistics found an 
annual teacher turnover rate of 16 percent. In FY22, teacher mobility and 
turnover in Grants was 31 percent and in Central was 33 percent. Research 
from the Learning Policy Institute finds teacher turnover negatively impacts 
student learning. 
 
Expiring J-1 visas for foreign teachers working in the state will increase 
teacher vacancies. Districts statewide rely on filling vacant positions with 
teachers from foreign countries by taking advantage of the federal J-1 visa 
program that allows teachers to stay for a maximum of five years. Following 
that stay, these teachers are required to return to their home countries for two 
years and start another process for a longer visa (H1B). This year there are 27 
teachers with expiring J-1 visas in Central and 13 in Grants. PED should 
continue to work with New Mexico’s congressional delegation to waive the 
two year home country residency rule for high-performing teachers on 
expiring J-1 visas.  

 
Source: Grants and Central 
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Central could improve teacher recruitment with sign-on bonuses. Much 
has been reported on the teacher shortage, both nationally and in New Mexico. 
Since FY20, teacher vacancies have grown in Central but remain stable in 
Grants. In FY22, teacher vacancies in Grants were 4 percent and in Central 9 
percent. Districts use long-term substitute teachers when vacancies cannot be 
filled. In SY23, Grants employed 15 long-term substitutes (of 247 budgeted 
teacher FTE) and Central employed 21 (of 445 budgeted teacher FTE).   
 
Research indicates compensation is an important factor in teacher recruitment. 
Grants-Cibola offers a $6,000 sign-on bonus for certified teachers. Science, 
math, SPED, and certified counselors are eligible for an additional $5,000 
bonus. There are also rural stipends available for teachers at four schools in 
Grants. Central Consolidated offers no sign-on bonuses for teachers. However, 
beginning in SY23, Central will offer each employee $1,500 to spend on health 
and wellness expenses. The Gallup-McKinley school district (just south of 
Central and north of Grants-Cibola) offered sign-on incentives for new 
classroom teachers in SY23 ranging from $18,000 (for any new teacher or 
counselor) to $22,000 (for new teachers or counselors who were graduates of 
the district) paid over two years. The district also offered relocation expenses 
between $2.5 thousand to $4.5 thousand.  
 
PED’s new teacher evaluation system lacks the capability to analyze 
state and district trends, limiting its effectiveness. In response to a 2019 
executive order, PED created a task force to develop a more effective method 
for assessing teacher performance, which gathered stakeholder input and 
collaborated with the Learning Policy Institute, New Mexico State University, 
and WestEd. The resulting new educator evaluation system, Elevate NM, aims 
to improve student and educator learning, growth, and well-being. Elevate NM 
is designed to be a tool for educator reflection, growth, feedback, and 
coaching.  Site principals are intended to be the primary user of the resulting 
teacher information, rather than PED. Although the new system is well-
intentioned, PED and districts are unable to extract school, district, or state-
level data from the associated CANVAS platform. In SY22, participation in 
the evaluation system was optional, with an unknown number of schools 
participating. This limitation prohibits analyses of district and statewide 
instructional quality. With research indicating teacher quality is the most 
important school variable influencing student achievement, understanding 
areas for instructional growth among New Mexico’s teachers—as well as what 
is working well—is critical for improving outcomes, ensuring adequate 
teacher preparation programs, and targeting professional development. PED 
should expand the capacity of its teacher evaluation system to enable statewide 
and district-level analyses of its data by purchasing the module of CANVAS 
that allows for data exporting. 
 
Districts budgeted more FY22 operational dollars for professional 
development than were spent.  Grants indicates that federal funds are also 
used for this purpose with ESSER funds and Title II funds recently dedicated 
to professional development. This could also be a contributing factor to 
increasing fund balances which are discussed in a later chapter.  Previous LFC 
evaluations have flagged overbudgeted categories in the past where budgeted 
operational funds for specific purposes are not spent down by districts. A 2019 
LFC report on the costs and benefits of selected evidence-based interventions 
in public schools found that professional development focused on training 
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teachers how to use student academic assessment data to modify and improve 
instruction had a high benefit to cost ratio. According to Pew Results First 
cost-benefit model using New Mexico assumptions, for every dollar spent on 
effective professional development using data to inform instruction, $132 were 
generated in returns. In FY22, both Grants and Central left the majority of their 
budgeted professional development funds unspent. Grants left 84 percent 
unspent and Central left 70 percent unspent. Grants budgeted $319 thousand 
for this purpose and Central nearly $472 thousand in FY22. For the past five 
years, Central has left budgeted operational professional development funds 
unspent and in Grants this pattern has persisted for the last three years. Grants 
and Central should spend more budgeted funds on professional development 
that is evidence-based and uses data to guide instruction for teachers and 
school leaders.  
 
A recent court decision in Central and federal report in Grants 
identified a need for districts to better meet the needs of Native 
American students. 
 
Native American students represent almost half of students in Grants (47 
percent) and the majority of students in Central (93 percent). The recent 
Martinez-Yazzie lawsuit and the Indian Education Act both outline the need to 
better serve Native Americans in districts statewide through collaboration with 
Native communities and equitable educational opportunities. LFC staff 
identified instances of a lack of district consultation with Native American 
communities in Central and a lack of prioritization of advanced courses for 
Native American students in Grants. 
 
The 11th Judicial District Court found Central had not been fulfilling its 
statutory obligation to consult and collaborate with the Navajo Nation 
regarding the return to in-person school.  In April 2021, the court found 
the district, the board, and the superintendent failed to engage in meaningful 
consultation and collaboration with the Navajo Nation regarding the opening 
of in-person schools. The duty to consult and collaborate is a statutory 
obligation under the State-Tribal Collaboration Act (Section 11-18-3 NMSA 
1978). In addition to being a statutory obligation, collaboration and 
communication with community is one of the eight effective practices of 
school boards. This case is currently on appeal.  
 
From SY16 to SY22, Central did not screen for gifted and talented 
students, resulting in potential missed opportunities for its student 
population which is 93 percent Native Americans. In SY23, the district has 
resumed testing. Honors and AP classes, as well as gifted and talented 
programs, offer opportunities to engage and challenge students. A 2022 New 
Mexico House memorial stated recent PED statistics found that access to 
gifted education and proportionality of service provision across New Mexico 
are grossly inequitable.  Additionally, research suggests universal screening 
for gifted and talented students may allow for more equitable identification of 
students, rather than identification on a case-by-case basis. Central should 
ensure continued, universal screening for gifted and talented students.  
 
 
 

Select Main Findings of Office of 
Civil Rights Complaint Against 

Grants 
 

• Native American students are 
consistently 
underrepresented in gifted 
and talented education in 
Grants 

• Native American students 
were under-represented 
among students enrolled in 
AP courses in Grants 

• The district does not have 
written procedures for 
identifying students with 
disabilities as also being 
gifted. 
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The Office of Civil Rights (OCR) found that Native American students in 
Grants were under-represented in gifted and Advanced Placement (AP) 
classes, a potential ongoing existing challenge in Grants as well as in 
Central. The 2019 investigation of Grants by the U.S. Department of 
Education’s OCR outlined a pattern of limited AP classes and limited gifted 
and talented identification among Native American students in the district. In 
SY23, high schools in Grants with a higher percentage of Native American 
students have fewer AP classes than those with a lower percentage of Native 
American students. In SY23, Laguna-Acoma High (94 percent Native 
American) offered one AP class, while Grants High (45 percent Native 
American) offered seven. Shiprock High (in Central) offered no AP classes 
(95 percent Native American). Central High (83 percent Native American) 
offered 8 AP classes (see Appendix E). This information indicates a need to 
better target and prioritize resources for Native American students in Grants. 
Based on district gifted enrollment data, the percent of gifted students 
identified as Native Americans declined in Grants from 2019 to 2022. Grants 
should improve how it identifies and engages with Native American students 
through gifted programs and AP classes.  
 

A resolution agreement with Grants and the OCR was reached in 2019 
and the district reports it is revamping its gifted and talented program. 
However, the revamped Gifted Education Procedural Handbook 
provides limited examples of how the district will specifically engage 
Native American students to increase participation in advanced 
classes. The resolution agreement required a self-assessment of racial 
equity in gifted, honors and AP courses which the district stated they 
have completed but was unable to provide to the LFC at the time of 
publication. Grants did provide LFC staff with information regarding 
multiple meetings with stakeholders including the Pueblo of Acoma, 
Pueblo of Laguna, Navajo Nation Department of Education, and Baca 
Chapter which could help inform this process.   
 
 

Recommendations 
 
The Legislature should consider: 

• Addressing loopholes that allow districts to receive funds for 
extended learning time programs without increasing the number of 
instructional days; and          

• Amending statute (Section 22-10A-2 NMSA 1978) to increase 
compensation for principals by adjusting the principal responsibility 
factor. 

Grants and Central school districts should: 
• Increase low proficiencies by fully implementing PED’s accelerated 

learning strategy (i.e. teaching grade-level content while addressing 
unfinished learning); 

• Use student support services to further identify and resolve root 
causes of chronic absenteeism; 

• Ensure all schools required to submit an attendance improvement 
plan do so and dedicate more resources to identify and address the 
underlying causes of chronic absence; 

 
Source: LFC analysis of PED data 
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• Continue to promote and implement extended learning time 
programs such as K-12 Plus;  

• Provide targeted supports to reduce principal and teacher mobility 
and turnover; and 

• Spend budgeted funds on professional development for teachers and 
school leaders that is evidence-based and uses data to guide 
instruction.  

Grants should: 
• Determine the impact of their student success advisors to improve 

student engagement and achievement;  
• Fully comply with the Office of Civil Rights resolution agreement 

concerning Native American students and the district’s advanced 
courses; and 

• Offer more preK while effectively coordinating with Head Start 
programs so as not to supplant federal funds. 

Central should: 
• Ensure continued, universal screening for gifted and talented 

students; 
• Consider offering career and technical education courses to middle 

school students and identify ways to offer them to high school 
students in Newcomb;  

• Ensure it meets the behavioral needs of it students by implementing 
an evidence-based program, or evaluating the effectiveness of 
Capturing Kids Hearts curriculum; and 

• Offer sign-on bonuses with particular incentives for teachers in more 
rural or remote locations. 

The Public Education Department should: 
• Expand the capacity of its teacher evaluation system to enable 

statewide and district-level analysis of its data by purchasing the 
module of CANVAS that allows for data reporting and analysis; and 

• Continue to work with New Mexico’s congressional delegation to 
waive the two-year home country residency rule for high-performing 
teachers on expiring J-1 visas. 
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Revenue growth outpaces spending contributing 
to high cash balances yet enrollment drops 
require workforce efficiencies 
 
Both districts have experienced larger than statewide average declines in 
enrollment. At the same time, revenue has increased in both districts, 
meaning more resources are available for fewer students. Revenue growth 
was driven by increases to base SEG funding, significant increases in federal 
pandemic funding, and the removal of the impact aid deduction in the SEG 
formula. Districts will have until at least 2024 to spend pandemic relief 
However, these resources need to be spent to address the dismal student 
outcomes cited by the court in the Martinez-Yazzie case. While both districts 
have increased per-pupil spending, proficiency remains low, districts do not 
spend all that they plan to, and leave unspent cash balances. With fewer 
students and more teachers in Grants and Central, the districts will need to 
consider workforce efficiencies given long-term declining enrollment and 
birth rate trends. Administrative spending also increased at a faster rate than 
instruction.  
 

Central and Grants could benefit from better planning for the use 
of growing cash balances as both districts sit above statewide 
averages.  

 
Districts and charter schools maintain cash balances for large 
purchases, emergencies, bond ratings, and delayed 
reimbursements from PED or federal sources. While 
maintaining a healthy cash balance is a financial best practice, 
significant recent growth in cash balances suggests school 
districts and charter schools are facing challenges translating 
increased financial resources into educational programming to 
improve student outcomes.  Statewide cash balances in public 
education have more than doubled since FY18. At the beginning 
of FY23, 25 school districts and charter schools, including 
Central and Grants, had cash balances greater than 25 percent 
of their program cost. 
 
At the beginning of FY23, Central and Grants carried 
forward cash equivalent to 39 percent and 26 percent of 
their operational budgets, respectively. Central held over 

$41 million in unrestricted operational cash. Central was second only to Jal 
school district in holding the highest percent of cash. Central’s $41 million in 
cash balance translates to an estimated $8,500 per pupil in cash. In a September 
2022 presentation to the Legislative Education Study Committee, Central’s 
superintendent reported the need for teacher housing to attract and retain 
teachers and plans to fast-track construction for 15 teacherages with 
approximately 61 lots. The district reports it is working on a five-year master 
plan which will help identify housing needs.  
 
In FY23, Grants held $11 million in unrestricted operational cash, which 
represented the 25th highest district percentage statewide. The Grants FY21 
audit also noted that the district had a material weakness regarding internal 

 
Note: Beginning of year operational cash balances. 

Source: LFC analysis of PED OBMS data 
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controls over district cash such that the district had not eliminated old funds 
where cash balances had not been transferred, likely understating the districts 
cash balances.  Grant’s beginning of year FY23 unrestricted cash balances 
translates to $3,600 per pupil in cash. During a November 2, 2021 board 
meeting, district officials discussed preparing a three-year cash plan which 
would detail the district’s future cash needs. Although the district had not yet 
completed this cash plan as of November 2022, it could represent an effective 
practice for financial planning. Both districts should set minimums, 
maximums, and targets for approval by school boards, a best practice 
recommended by the Government Financial Officers Association (GFOA). 
Grants and Central should also develop three-year cash plans detailing the 
district’s future cash needs. 

 
Some PED processes may be contributing to spending delays and a need 
for some cash balances. Previous LFC reports have found PED is slow to 
reimburse districts for federal flow-through funds and other grants leading 
districts to keep more cash on hand to cover these costs. According to FY22 
fourth quarter LFC report card data, PED took an average of 40 days to process 
reimbursements for school districts in FY22 whereas the agency had a target 
of 22 days. Additionally, PED has become slower at processing 
reimbursements since FY20, likely due to the influx of federal pandemic relief 
funds to schools. Additionally, districts that receive other federal 
funds, such as impact aid, could also experience delays in receiving 
funds. PED should streamline its reimbursement approval processes 
to reduce delays.  District finance officials in Central report internal 
procurement processes are more involved than the state processes and 
could be slowing down spending at schools.  
 
Grants and Central submit most requests for reimbursements 
later in the fiscal year, contributing to untimely reimbursements 
and cash flow issues. A 2009 LFC evaluation found both PED and 
school districts could reduce district cash-flow issues with more 
timely reimbursement processes. Although PED could process 
reimbursements to school districts faster, districts could also be 
timelier in submitting requests for reimbursements to PED throughout 
the fiscal year. Guidance from PED recommends that school districts 
should submit requests for reimbursements on a monthly or bimonthly 
basis to improve timeliness.  LFC staff found that Grants and Central 
submitted a majority of their FY22 requests for reimbursements to 
PED during, or after, the last quarter of the fiscal year. Specifically, 

  
Source: LFC analysis of PED data 
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Grants and Central submitted 61 percent and 64 percent, respectively, of their 
requests for reimbursements for FY22 during (or after) the last quarter of 
FY22. Grants and Central should submit requests for reimbursements more 
frequently throughout the fiscal year.  
 
High cash balances are potentially contributing to challenges in 
meeting sufficiency benchmarks.  
 
Researchers found New Mexico devotes a higher proportion of its economic 
capacity to public education than the national average. The same researchers 
also found that district spending was below estimated adequate levels in 48 of 
New Mexico’s 89 school districts.4 Additionally, a recent LFC report on 
educational funding after the Martinez-Yazzie decision stated the Legislature 
may use the American Institute of Research (AIR) benchmark to fund the New 
Mexico public education system.5 The AIR study is one available benchmark 
against which to measure whether sufficient resources have been made 
available to districts and, in turn, whether districts actually spend a sufficient 
level of resources on students. LFC staff found available per-pupil funding 
exceeded the AIR benchmark but districts did not spend all available 
resources.  
 
In FY22, Central did not meet the AIR sufficiency benchmark in per pupil 
spending but left $8.5 thousand per pupil in unspent cash. Central spent 
$14.3 thousand in per pupil operational spending in FY22, $2.9 thousand less 
than the inflation- adjusted AIR benchmark. The district could have allocated 
some of its $41 million in unspent funds at the end of FY22 to meet, or even 
surpass, the benchmark.  
 

                                                      
 
4 Baker, B.D., Carlo, M.D., Weber, M. (2022). The Adequacy and Fairness of State 
School Systems, Fifth Edition. Albert Shanker Institute, Washington DC.  
5 Applying the AIR methodology and adjusting estimated per pupil costs at a rate of 
38 percent cumulative inflation between 2008 and 2022 suggests the average per 
pupil AIR sufficiency cost in FY22 for a rural district like Central is $17,205 per 
pupil, for a small town district like Grants is $11,250 per pupil, and for a statewide 
average of $11,238 per pupil. 

 
Source: LFC analysis of PED OBMS data 
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In FY22, Grants spent $11.3 thousand per pupil, meeting the AIR 
sufficiency benchmark. Grants ended FY22 with $11 million in unspent 
operational funds, approximately $3.6 thousand per pupil. If the district had 
mobilized some of these resources, they would have exceeded the sufficiency 
benchmark.  

 
Grants and Central have not fully adjusted their teaching 
workforce to declining student enrollment  
 
Managing staffing is one of the most important duties of a superintendent and 
staff. While enrollment has declined statewide, staffing levels in districts have 
increased, indicating potential room for efficiencies. A September 2022 
Legislative Education Study Committee brief reported the need for class size 
waivers had been eliminated, indicating classrooms are no longer over-
enrolled. Statewide and in Central, there are approximately 14 students per 
general education teacher and in Grants there are approximately 11 students 
per teacher.  
 
Since SY19 in Central and Grants the number of students declined while 
teachers increased, following a statewide trend. In Grants, student 
enrollment dropped 10 percent and teachers increased 43 percent. 
Additionally, in Grants’ current five-year facilities master plan, the district 
notes, “the number of existing classrooms in the district overall exceeds the 
number of classrooms needed for current and projected enrollment.” In 
Central, enrollment dropped 13 percent and teachers increased 20 percent with 
a slight decrease in teachers from FY21 to FY22. Central’s five-year facilities 
master plan similarly notes, “declining enrollment over the last 12 years…has 
left the majority of its schools underutilized.”  The report notes right-sizing 
efforts have begun. Statewide, enrollment dropped 6 percent and teachers 
increased 21 percent. 
 

  
 

Source: LFC analysis of PED data 
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Despite revenue increases and low proficiencies, actual spending falls short of budgeted spending contributing to 
unspent cash balances. 

 
Grants and Central experienced operational revenue growth higher than the statewide average. Even with these increases in revenue, 
Grants and Central do not spend all they plan to, leaving unspent cash balances. From FY18 to FY22, Central general fund budget more 
than doubled but per pupil spending increased only 63 percent. In Grants, budgeted and actual general fund spending both increased nearly 
50 percent, but actual spending fell short of budgeted. Prior LFC reports have noted that school districts consistently overestimate budgeted 
spending compared to actual spending.  
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Classes in Grants and Central are below class size maximums with room 
for efficiencies but financial tradeoffs should be balanced with 
performance considerations. Grants and Central both have more teacher 
FTE than required by statutory class size maximums but fewer education 

assistants.  State law allows for larger class sizes when 
there is also an education assistant for the teacher.  
Had the districts hired more education assistants, they 
could reduce the number of teachers needed. In FY22, 
Grants needed a minimum of 121 teacher FTE and 70 
education assistant FTE based on enrollment data and 
maximum class size thresholds in state law but 
employed 274 teacher FTE and 52 education assistant 
FTE. During the same year, Central needed a 
minimum of 188 teacher FTE and 100 education 
assistant FTE based on enrollment and class sizes but 
employed 305 teacher FTE and 22 education assistant 
FTE. District officials note it is important to consider 
a number of other factors when allocating FTE such 
as the acuity of special education needs, the physical 
size of classrooms, and expansion of new programs 
such as career and technical education.  

 
Districts must balance tradeoffs when considering workforce efficiencies and 
student outcomes. While smaller class sizes can improve outcomes, other 
interventions offer a greater return on investment, such as coaching for 
teachers, professional development on data-guided instruction, extended 
learning time, and tutoring. Furthermore, when the supply of teachers is 
limited and reducing class sizes results in the hiring of less qualified and 
experienced educators, potential gains from class size reductions are likely to 
be counteracted by lower quality instruction. Grants and Central also face 
constraints in realizing these efficiencies as rural school districts with small 
schools spanning a large geographic areas often do.  
 
While most district spending goes to instruction, administrative 
spending has grown at a faster rate, exceeding statewide trends. 
 
Research has found student achievement increased with an increase in 

instructional expenditures. Across the state, 
school districts and charter schools spent the 
majority of their operational funding on 
instruction (62 percent) in FY22. However, 
Central spent 52 percent ($36 million) and Grants 
spent 56 percent ($19 million) on instruction. This 
difference is primarily due to larger percentages 
spent on facilities (21 percent in Central; 17 
percent in Grants). State law prohibits districts 
from using operational funds on capital outlay 
projects unless PED determines the spending will 
not unduly hamper the district’s operations 
(Section 22-8-41 NMSA 1978). Given the facility 
needs in the district, PED permitted Central to  

Source: LFC analysis of PED OBMS data 
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spend operational funds on capital outlay projects and the district spent $4.5 
million in FY22.  
 
Administrative spending in Grants and Central grew faster than 
instruction and statewide trends. Research indicates that spending on 
instruction is positively correlated with student achievement but spending on 
administration does not yield the same relationship. From FY18 through 
FY22, operational spending on instruction grew by 17 percent statewide ($267 
million), 19 percent in Central ($5.9 million), and 20 percent in Grants ($3.2 
million). At the same time, general and central administrative spending grew 
by 25 percent statewide ($39.9 million), 42 percent in Central ($1.4 million), 
and 80 percent in Grants ($1.2 million). General/Central administration 
includes the superintendent’s office, financial departments, human resources 
and information technology activities, among other central administrative 
functions. Previous LFC school district evaluations have found similar 
patterns of high administrative spending growth rates in Albuquerque and 
multiple north central school districts.  
 

Recommendations 
 
Grants and Central school districts should: 

• Set cash balance minimums, maximums, and targets for approval by 
school boards in line with cited best practices and create three-year 
plans for use of cash balances;  

• Submit requests for reimbursements more frequently throughout the 
fiscal year; 

• Use increased available state and federal funding to implement 
evidence-based programming including professional development, 
incentives for hard to staff positions, supports for principals and 
programs to address learning loss;  

• Realize potential staffing efficiencies by collapsing classes and 
hiring education assistants where feasible; and 

• Reduce the growth of administrative spending to inflation. 

 
The Public Education Department should: 
• Streamline its reimbursement and award letter approval 

processes to reduce delays. 
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Governance and leadership should focus on 
planning, stability, and training to improve 
outcomes and safety 

The National School Board Association finds effective school boards focus on 
eight practices, related to setting and monitoring goals, data-driven decision-
making, and fostering collaborative relations between the board and 
superintendent and the community. When boards frequently engage in these 
practices, there is evidence that districts show higher student performance. 
However, evidence suggests that both Central and Grants could more 
frequently engage in these practices. Since 2016, Central has been without a 
strategic plan and both districts have had superintendent turnover above the 
national average. An analysis of board meeting minutes indicates more time is 
spent on administrative rather than strategic decisions. A court found Central 
was not meaningfully consulting the Navajo Nation regarding the decision to 
return to in-person learning, pointing to a lack of collaboration with 
community. Effective training can help improve school board performance, as 
found by a growing body of research.   
 
School boards also play an important role in setting policies for districts to 
help ensure the basic safety and wellbeing of students, without which learning 
cannot be achieved. Some of the most critical policies outline appropriate adult 
conduct with students. Adult sexual misconduct is a problem prevalent across 
the country and in school districts across the state. District policies could better 
reflect best practices to help increase prevention and awareness. Screening and 
training could also be improved.  
 
Boards should focus on strategic decisions and foster 
collaboration with the superintendent to improve student 
achievement. 
 
When school boards more frequently use data to monitor achievement and 
make strategic decisions, research suggests districts show higher student 
performance. Increased and more focused training could help school boards in 
Grants and Central spend more time focused on these strategic decisions.   
 
According to best practice, districts should have strategic plans but 
Central has lacked one since 2016. According to the Council of Great City 
Schools and the National School Board Association, school boards should use 
strategic plans to establish vision, high expectations, and goals for a district. 
The plan can then be used to monitor progress. Statute requires districts 
(Section 22-8-6 NMSA 1978) to submit educational plans along with their 
budget documents annually to PED. These plans are important operational 
documents for the district but do not provide opportunities to establish more 
long-term goals and vision, which a strategic plan provides. The school board 
of Central should reengage with the strategic planning process to establish 
ambitious goals for student performance and a road map for how to achieve 
the goals. The superintendent of Central reports they are restarting the strategic 
planning process.  
 

Practices of Effective 
School Boards 

 
1. High expectations for 

student achievement 
with clear goals  
 

2. Belief in system’s ability 
to teach all children high 
levels 

 
3. Accountability driven 

 
4. Collaboration and 

communication with staff 
and community 
 

5. Monitor data to drive 
continuous improvement 
 

6. Align resources with 
district goals 
 

7. Collaborative, 
complimentary, and 
trusting relationships with 
the superintendent 

 
8. Participate in team 

development and training 

Source: National School Board Association 
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Grants has a strategic plan for 2022 through 2025 with 
long-term goals, student achievement and financial data 
and timelines, a practice similar to performance-based 
budgeting.  State law requires (Section 22-8-6 NMSA 1978) 
districts to submit budgets with performance targets. 
However, school boards could also adopt a version of the 
state’s “Legislating for Results” framework that relies on 
performance-based budgeting to monitor and improve 
performance. Much as a state Legislature passes law, school 
boards set policies for a school district. The framework, 
pioneered by former Baltimore mayor and Maryland governor 
Martin O’Malley, includes five key steps: identifying priority 
areas and performance, reviewing program inventory and 
effectiveness, budget development, implementation oversight 
and outcome monitoring. Performance data helps identify 
what the state, or a school district, is achieving for the 
activities it undertakes and the funds it spends. PED could 
train school boards in performance-based budgeting to 
monitor and improve student outcomes. The Grants school board uses a 
strategic plan and monitoring tool to establish goals and track progress. This 
is a promising step toward performance-based budgeting and the district could 
enhance its monitoring tool to inform budget priorities.  
 
Research suggests superintendent longevity can improve student 
achievement, yet turnover in Grants and Central exceeds national rates, 
and in Central exceeds statewide rates. American Association of School 
Administrators Journal of Scholarship & Practice found statistically 
significant positive associations between superintendent longevity and 
experience with measures of student achievement in Kentucky,6 New Jersey,7 
and North Carolina.8 According to district websites and financial audit 
documents, Grants had three superintendents or interim superintendents and 
Central had five superintendents during the six-year timeframe from 2017 
through 2022. A current lawsuit filed by a former Central interim 
superintendent claims the board misused its authority, created a hostile work 
environment and forced the interim superintendent out of his position before 
the end of his contract.  This litigation is ongoing.  
 

                                                      
 
6 Simpson, J. (2011). “Superintendent Tenure and Student Achievement.” AASA 
Journal of Scholarship & Practice, 9(4). 10-23. 
7 Plotts, T. & Gilmore, D. (2014). “The Superintendents’ Influence on Student 
Achievement.” AASA Journal of Scholarship and Practice, 11(1), 26-37. 
8 Hart, W.H., Schramm-Possinger, M., & Hoyle, S. (2019) “Superintendent 
Longevity and Student Achievement in North Carolina.” AASA Journal of 
Scholarship & Practice. 15(4). 4-12. 
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Research from the Broad Center, a research organization 
within Yale University’s School of Management, found 
the national average tenure for a school district 
superintendent is six years. The New Mexico Coalition of 
Educational Leaders, a professional association of state 
school administrators, reports the average superintendent 
tenure in New Mexico is roughly two years. As of SY23, 
28 percent (or 25 of 89) superintendents in New Mexico 
had less than two years of experience. The issue of 
superintendent turnover is prevalent statewide. A 2019 
LFC program evaluation, North Central School Districts, 
found only 15 percent of New Mexico superintendents 
(13 out of 89 superintendents) had stayed at the same 
school district for six years. 
 

State law limits superintendent contracts to three years, which may 
impact superintendent recruitment and retention. Section 22-10A-21 
NMSA 1978 limits the employment contracts of certified school 
administrators, engaged in administrative duties for more than one-half of their 
employment time, to three years. Shorter contract terms for school 
administrators can reduce a school district’s legal exposure and potential costs, 
but shorter contract terms may also be less attractive for superintendent 
candidates. According to a 2011 analysis from the Education Commission of 
the States (ECS), a non-profit education research group, the maximum length 
of superintendent contracts ranges from two years to five years across different 
states.  Given the turnover of school district superintendents, the Legislature 
should consider amending state statute to increase the maximum contract 
length to four or five years. 
 
To align with best practices, Grants and Central school boards should 
spend more time on strategic rather than administrative decisions. LFC 
staff reviewed school board meeting minutes, agendas, policies, strategic 
plans, websites and other documentation for evidence of the eight effective 
practices of school boards identified by the National School Boards 
Association. Staff reviewed 36 meeting minutes and agenda documents for 
Grants and 39 meeting minutes and agenda documents for Central from 
August 2021 through November 2022.  Staff examined how often school 
boards reviewed reports on metrics of student performance (such as attendance 
or graduation) and the extent to which meeting minutes and agendas reflected 
a focus on strategic level decision-making and oversight (setting long-term 
goals and monitoring progress) rather than administrative level decision-
making (approvals of field trips, small purchases or small donations). When 
boards frequently engage in the eight effective practices of school boards, there 
is evidence that districts show higher student performance.9  
 
In Grants, in less than half (16 of 36) of reviewed board meetings was time 
spent reviewing attendance, enrollment, or interim student assessment data. 
Executive session was held during nearly one-third of the meetings (11 of 36 
meetings), limiting transparency during the meetings. While the district 
                                                      
 
9  Michael R. Ford & Douglas M. Ihrke (2016) “Do School Board Governance Best 
Practices Improve District Performance? Testing the Key Work of School Boards in 
Wisconsin,” International Journal of Public Administration. 32(2), 87-9 

 
Note: Includes interim superintendents 

Source: Grants, Central, Broad Center, NM Coalition of 
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The National School Boards 
Association states that a 
school board “abandons its 
leadership role when it 
involves itself in 
administration” and adds that 
“becoming involved in 
management activities 
distracts the board from its 
essential leadership functions 
or governance responsibilities 
– planning (vision), 
policymaking, and promotion 
(community leadership).”  
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consistently devotes time to recognize student and school success (nearly 
every reviewed meeting), introducing more time to evaluate performance 
against goals could help contribute to more strategic decision-making.  
 
In Central, the school board reviewed school attendance or graduation rates 
reports in only 12 percent of the reviewed minutes and agendas (5 of 39). The 
Central school board spent more time on administrative approvals, decisions 
other school boards delegate to superintendents. For example, the Central 
school board approves field trips (14 of 39 reviewed meetings) while other 
districts, such as Grants and Albuquerque Public Schools, delegate field trip 
approvals to school district officials. Additionally, Central’s school board 
approves all charitable donations to schools but the board has discussed 
potentially delegating the approval of donations below $5,000 to district 
officials. The school boards of Grants and Central should regularly monitor 
data on student performance, attendance, behavior and the educator workforce 
to inform decision-making and improve district outcomes. 
 
Board training in New Mexico is limited and narrowly focused 
despite research suggesting its impacts on performance. 
 
While New Mexico statute outlines minimal eligibility requirements for school 
board members (a resident of the district and qualified to vote) to encourage 
access to these positions, the complex skills needed to be an effective school 
board member means that targeted training is often necessary. A growing body 
of research indicates a correlation between school board member training and 
more effective governance, increased focus on student achievement, and 
improved student outcomes. In Arizona, a study found a significant positive 
relationship between participation in school board training opportunities and 
state rankings of school district performance.  
 
New Mexico only requires five hours of training annually. State statute 
requires PED to develop mandatory 
training for school board members in 
policies and procedures, statutory powers 
and duties, legal concepts, and finance 
(Section NMSA 22-5-13 NMSA 1978). 
PED requires all school board members to 
attend five hours of training annually. 
School members in Grants and Central 
fulfilled this requirement. The training 
must be sponsored by the New Mexico 
School Board Association and approved by 
the department. Charter school governing 
board members are required to attend 10 
hours of training in their first year and 8 
hours in subsequent years (NMAC 6.80.5). 
A 2020 study from Northern Arizona 
University and the University of Central 
Florida analyzed training data from the 
Arizona School Boards Association and 
found a statistically significant correlation 
between higher training attendance among 
school board members and higher district 
rankings. Texas administrative code 

Table 6. Texas school board members receive 29 hours of 
training in their first year 

New Mexico Texas 
Five hours of annual training are 
required.  
 
Training content must include:  
• State board rules 
• department policies and 

procedures 
• Statutory powers and duties 
• Legal concepts pertaining to 

public schools; and  
• Finance and budget. 

Within the first year, 29 hours of 
training are required; 11 hours 
annually, plus 6 hours biannually, 
are required thereafter.  
 
Training content must include:  
• Local district orientation 
• Orientation to the Texas 

education code 
• Update to the Texas education 

code 
• Team-building 
• Framework for school board 

development 
• Evaluating and improving 

student outcomes 
• Sexual abuse, human 

trafficking, and maltreatment of 
children 

• Open Meetings Act 
• Public Information Act 
• Cybersecurity; and 
• School safety. 

Source: NMSA 22-5-13 and Texas Education Agency 
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outlines 11 content areas of training for school board members with a 
minimum of 29 hours of training in the first year in office; thereafter, 11 hours 
are required annually and an additional 6 hours biannually (Texas 
Administrative Code §61.1). Given the association between school board 
training and student achievement, PED should develop a more extensive 
schedule of required training for school board members.   
 
Since 2018, New Mexico has lacked guardrails to ensure school board 
members attend required trainings. The Center for School Turnaround and 
Improvement recommends coupling school board training requirements with 
clear accountability structures to ensure meaningful implementation, including 
tracking and publishing board training participation. New Mexico statute and 
administrative code require a school district’s accountability report to include 
the names of local school board members who fail to attend annual mandatory 
training (Section 22-2C-11(G) NMSA 1978 and NMAC 6.29.1.9(A)). Prior to 
2018, school district report cards in New Mexico met this requirement by 
including school board member training attendance. In 2018, district report 
cards were discontinued and the state now meets federal accountability 
reporting requirements through the New Mexico Vistas website. However, 
while the New Mexico School Board Association continues to provide training 
attendance data to PED, this information is not published, making it difficult 
to determine compliance. PED should publish the training attendance of school 
board members on its new accountability website, New Mexico Vistas.   
 
To reflect federal best practices, boards and districts statewide 
could strengthen policies, procedures, and trainings to reduce 
adult sexual misconduct in schools. 
 
There are incidents of adult sexual misconduct in school districts across the 
state. The New Mexico Public School Insurance Authority (NMPSIA) made 
payments related to 141 sexual abuse and molestation claims from 2012 to 
2021. These claims illustrate the scope of the problem, though they are likely 
an underestimation, given research indicates the majority of sexual assaults are 
not reported. Sexual abuse is also costly to the state with NMPSIA paying 
$33.6 million over nine years for 141 claims. Adult sexual misconduct in 
schools is also prevalent nationwide with a 2014 report by the federal 
Government Accountability Office estimating nearly one in 10 students are 
subjected to sexual abuse by school personnel by the end of their academic 
careers. The U.S. Department of Education recommends three key areas to 
prevent, detect, and address adult sexual misconduct: staff screening, policies 
and procedures, and training. PED and school districts across the state can play 
a role in strengthening all three areas.  
 
A PED investigation found a Grants coach had improper relations with 
students, and staff did not report the incident as required; a court 
settlement was reached. In December 2020, a student at Grants High School 
filed a complaint against the Grants-Cibola County School District for failing 
to protect her from sexual assault by an assistant coach. The student alleged 
they informed district employees of alleged sexual assault by the assistant 
coach, the staff failed to report the information to the police, and continued to 
allow the coach access to students. Once the district learned of the incident, 
they took swift action, immediately reporting it to PED and law enforcement, 
as required by law, and terminated staff. PED conducted its own investigation 

From 2012 to 2021, 
New Mexico Public 
School Insurance 
Agency paid $33.6 
million in 141 claims 
related to sexual 
abuse and 
molestation. 

https://tea.texas.gov/sites/default/files/ch061a.pdf
https://tea.texas.gov/sites/default/files/ch061a.pdf
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and concluded the assistant coach had an improper relationship with at least 
two students and offered them alcohol. Additionally, PED concluded three 
school employees knew all of this information, failed to report the incident, 
and permitted the assistant coach continued access to students. According to 
the district, parties have agreed to an undisclosed settlement.  
 
PED does not routinely check two federal databases when conducting 
background checks. Applicants who apply to PED for an initial educator 
license must undergo a criminal history background check issued by the 
Department of Public Safety and the FBI. When PED conducts background 
checks, they do not check the U.S. Department of Justice’s national sex 
offender public registry, nor the National Association of State Directors of 
Teacher Education and Certification clearinghouse. PED does not require 
subsequent background checks of educators unless their license expires prior 
to renewal. Educators, contractors (and their employees), and volunteers must 
also undergo an FBI background check prior to working with children in 
schools. Some states, such as Ohio, require background checks every five 
years, similar to federal requirements for childcare employees. Other states, 
such as Nebraska, require background checks at licensure renewal. The U.S. 
Department of Education also emphasizes the importance of checking relevant 
national databases in addition to federal and state criminal background checks.  
 
Three years of financial audits found that Grants school district did not 
keep valid FBI background checks on file. According to the U.S. 
Department of Education, the first line of defense against preventing adult 
sexual misconduct is in the screening and hiring of staff members. New 
Mexico has laws requiring background checks of public school employees and 
volunteers. While district audit findings have decreased in recent years, the 
2019, 2020, and 2021 financial audits for the Grants school district found the 
district had not been following state guidelines regarding documentation of 
background checks. For example, in 2021, seven of a sample of 25 files 
reviewed did not have a valid FBI background check on file. In the 2020 audit, 
18 of 40 files reviewed lacked a valid FBI background check. In 2019, 22 of 
40 files reviewed lacked a valid FBI background check on file. According to 
district officials and the financial audits, district human resources have 
corrected this issue by updating the background checks that were found to be 
deficient, and putting in place a new process with a mobile vendor to complete 
fingerprinting and no longer solely relying on the use of PED background 
checks.  
 
A Junior Reserve Officer Training Corps (ROTC) instructor in Central 
was charged with sexual misconduct involving two special needs 
students at Shiprock High School in 2021 and 2022. A decade earlier, a 
different ROTC instructor resigned from his job at Shiprock High after being 
arrested for sexual misconduct in Las Cruces. An investigation conducted by 
the New York Times in July 2022 found at least 33 JROTC instructors 
nationwide have been criminally charged with sexual misconduct involving 
students, including a JROTC instructor at Santa Fe High School. In December 
2022, a JROTC instructor in Albuquerque Public Schools was charged with 
child rape and is on administrative leave. Many states, including New Mexico, 
do not require JROTC instructors to have a teaching certificate and PED has 
limited authority to take action against a non-licensed school employee 
(Section 6-60-9 NMAC).  One way to close this loophole would be for PED 

The 2019, 2020 and 2021 
financial audits for the 
Grants school district found 
the district had not been 
following state guidelines 
regarding documentation of 
background checks 
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to require JROTC instructors to hold a license such as a secondary vocational 
technical education license. 
 
Districts have not adopted model policies outlined by the New Mexico 
School Board Association on appropriate relations between students 
and staff. The New Mexico School Board Association developed model 
policies on defining appropriate staff/student professional boundaries, 
electronic communications between students and staff, reporting boundary 
violations and examples of boundary violations, among other issues. While the 
districts receive technical assistance on policy from the School Board 
Association, school boards must choose to formally adopt particular policies. 
The current policy on staff conduct with students is limited and could be 
expanded.  
  
Staff trainings to recognize sexual abuse should be in-person and 
address new technologies, per best practice. The U.S. Department of 
Education provides best practices for the content, frequency, and participants 
of these trainings. New Mexico administrative code requires all district 
personnel, school employees, school volunteers, contracts and contractors’ 
employees to complete training on recognizing and reporting child abuse every 
two years (Section 6.60.11.8 NMAC). Grants and Central contracts with 
Vector Solutions for training courses on a wide range of topics, including five 
related to adult sexual misconduct. While the content of these training modules 
meet statutory requirements, they fall short of best practices. The U.S. 
Department of Education cautions against reading-based online courses with 
quizzes and recommends in-person trainings that allow for questions, 
discussion of questionable but not criminal behaviors, and tailored to the local 
context, highlighting local examples and school policies. Trainings should also 
be updated to reflect appropriate text and online communication with students.  
 

Recommendations 
 
The Legislature should consider: 

• Amending state law (Section 22-5-13 NMSA 1978) to adjust local 
school board training requirements to include performance-based 
budgeting; 

• Amending state law (Section 22-10A-21 NMSA 1978) to increase the 
maximum superintendent contract length to four or five years; and 

School boards of Grants and Central should: 
• Regularly monitor data on student performance, attendance, behavior 

and the educator workforce to inform decision-making and improve 
district outcomes; 

• Strengthen district policies on adult sexual misconduct to include 
guidance on appropriate social media and electronic communication, 
impartial investigations, and false claims prohibitions; and 

• Adopt the NMSBA model policies on staff/student professional 
boundaries.    

Central should: 
• Complete a strategic plan with long-term goals, timelines, and 

priorities for the district; and 
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• Comply with the State-Tribal Collaboration Act (Section 11-18-3 
NMSA 1978). 
 

Grants and Central school districts should: 
• Require trainings for all district staff on adult sexual misconduct be 

in-person and include information on appropriate social medial and 
electronic communication behavior and boundaries. 

Public Education Department should: 

• Report data to school boards relating to interim student assessments, 
financials, and educator workforce;   

• Develop a more extensive schedule of required training for school 
board members; 

• Publish the training attendance of school board members on New 
Mexico Vistas; 

• Update administrative code to require all educators, contractors and 
their employees, and volunteers to undergo background checks at 
more regular intervals; 

• Check the U.S. Department of Justice’s National Sex Offender 
Public Registry and the National Association of State Directors of 
Teacher Education and Certification clearinghouse during the 
background check process; 

• Require JROTC instructors to hold a secondary vocational-technical 
license; and 

• Use information from the Office of the State Auditor to monitor 
district background check compliance across the state. 

 
The Office of the State Auditor should: 

• Report district audit findings on background checks to PED. 
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Appendix A: Evaluation Scope and Methodology 

Evaluation Objectives. 
• Examine governance and oversight structures;  
• Evaluate trends in student achievement and instruction; and 
• Study business management and resource allocation. 

 
Scope and Methodology. 

• Interviewed school district officials and teachers from each evaluated school district. 
• Reviewed state and federal laws, regulations, and policies on public education. 
• Reviewed school districts’ strategic plans, financial reports, school board meeting minutes, and other 

administrative documentation. 
• Analyzed state public education funding formula, revenue, and expenditure data from PED. 
• Analyzed district-level and school-level demographic and performance data from PED.  
• Reviewed empirical research and best practices from academic journals and nonpartisan research 

organizations.   
 
Evaluation Team. 
Catherine Dry, Project Lead, Program Evaluator 
Clayton Lobaugh, Program Evaluator 
Annie Armatage, Program Evaluator 
 
Authority for Evaluation.  LFC is authorized under the provisions of Section 2-5-3 NMSA 1978 to examine laws 
governing the finances and operations of departments, agencies, and institutions of New Mexico and all of its 
political subdivisions; the effects of laws on the proper functioning of these governmental units; and the policies 
and costs.  LFC is also authorized to make recommendations for change to the Legislature.  In furtherance of its 
statutory responsibility, LFC may conduct inquiries into specific transactions affecting the operating policies and 
cost of governmental units and their compliance with state laws. 
 
Exit Conferences.  The contents of this report were discussed with Superintendent Max Perez (Grants-Cibola 
County Schools), Superintendent Steve Carlson (Central Consolidated School District), and other school district 
leadership staff on January 6, 2023. 
 
Report Distribution.  This report is intended for the information of the Office of the Governor, Department of 
Finance and Administration, Office of the State Auditor, and the Legislative Finance Committee.  This restriction 
is not intended to limit distribution of this report, which is a matter of public record. 

 
 
 
Jon Courtney, Ph.D. 

Deputy Director for Program Evaluation 

APPENDICES 
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Appendix B: ESSER I and II Spending in Grants, Central and 
Statewide 
 

 

  

 ESSER I Spending  
  Grants Central Statewide (to LEAs) 

Other Student and School Supports $186,510  $230,000  $25,530,000  

Preparedness Activities $271,050  $530,000  $28,720,000  

Educational Technology $286,450  $1,720,000  $29,540,000  

Student Supports and Interventions $876,520    $13,310,000  

Total Allocation $1,640,000  $2,470,000  $97,720,000  

Percent Spent 99.8% 99.2% 99.8% 

    
 ESSER II Spending   
  Grants Central Statewide (to LEAs) 

Other Student and School Supports $2,100,000  $800,000  $99,640,000  

Preparedness Activities $940,000  $2,690,000  $56,520,000  

Educational Technology $500,000  $3,380,000  $67,700,000  

Student Supports and Interventions $1,530,000  $2,820,000  $95,160,000  

Facility Improvement $1,300,000  $281,750.30  $70,640,000  

Total Allocation $6,750,000  $10,080,000  $401,560,000  

Percent Spent 56% 76% 59% 
Source: PED 
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Appendix C: Facility Condition Index by School in Grants and 
Central FY22 

 

  

 
Source: PSCOC 
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Appendix D: SY22 Grade Level Proficiency 
  

 
Source: PED 
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Appendix E: College Board Authorized AP Classes in High 
Schools and Native American Student Populations 
 
   

 # of AP Authorized Courses  
 SY20 SY21 SY22 SY23 % Native 

American 
SY22 

Grants 
Laguna-
Acoma High 

2 2 3 1 94% 

Grants High 10 10 9 7 45% 
Central  
Shiprock High 7 7 6 0 95% 
Central High 11 13 14 8 83% 

Source: PED and College Board 
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Appendix F: Central Consolidated School District Key Facts 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
  

Central Consolidated School District 
Steve Carlson 

San Juan County 

1 Prekindergarten • 8 Elementary Schools • 3 Middle Schools • 4 High Schools 

 
Source: PED data 
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Source: PED 40-day count data 
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 Number Percent State 
All students 5,037  316,478 
Asian * ≤ 5% ≤ 5% 
Black * ≤ 5% ≤ 5% 
Caucasian 197 ≤ 5% 21% 
Hispanic 219 ≤ 5% 63% 
Indian 4,486 93% 11% 
Economically 
disadvantaged 2,657 53% 39% 

English 
learners 1,748 35% 18% 

Special 
education 805 16% 17% 

Note. *Indicates values lower than 20. Economically 
disadvantaged students were eligible for free lunch in 
SY23. 

Source: PED 40 day enrollment data, SY23  
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Appendix G: Grants-Cibola School District Key Facts 
 
 
 
 

 
 
  
 
 

Grants Cibola County Schools 
Max Perez, Superintendent 
Cibola County 

 
Source: PED 40-day count data 
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1 Prekindergarten • 7 Elementary Schools • 2 Middle Schools • 3 High Schools 

Student demographics 
 Number Percent State 
All students 3,211  316,478 
Asian * ≤ 5% ≤ 5% 
Black * ≤ 5% ≤ 5% 
Caucasian 357 11% 21% 
Hispanic 1,239 39% 63% 
Indian 1,510 47% 11% 
Economically 
disadvantaged 1,557 48% 39% 

English 
learners 354 11% 18% 

Special 
education 454 14% 17% 

Note. *Indicates values lower than 20. Economically 
disadvantaged students were eligible for free lunch in 
SY23. 

Source: PED 40 day enrollment data, SY23  
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