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Engaging Teachers in the Land of Enchantment:  
 

New Mexico’s Public Education Department Rethinks Its Approach 
 
 
In 2010, nobody would have objectively called New Mexico a national leader in education reform. But 
that began to change in early 2011 when Susanna Martinez was sworn in as the new governor and chose 
Hanna Skandera as her Education Secretary.1 Skandera had led education reforms in Florida under former 
Governor Jeb Bush and was known for her bold leadership style. Martinez said she chose Skandera 
“because she shares my belief that we must focus on implementing reforms that improve student 
achievement in New Mexico rather than simply throwing more money at a failed system.”2  
 
What Martinez meant by “failed system” needed little clarification, since New Mexico’s public education 
system was routinely near the bottom in national education rankings (Attachment A). In Education 
Week’s 2010 Quality Counts report card, the state received an F and ranked 50th in reading proficiency. It 
ranked 46th in college graduation rates for Hispanic students and 45th for Native American students.3 And 
it performed below most states in the National Assessment of Educational Progress.4 
 
In her first few years in office, Skandera led sweeping changes, including launching a new A-F school 
accountability system5 and implementing the Common Core and the new Partnership for Assessment of 
Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC) tests.6 As a profile in Education Next put it, Skandera “dug 
in fast, set an ambitious agenda, and broke a lot of china.” 7 
 
Teachers unions and several Democratic legislators opposed many of these changes, and to express their 
disapproval, state senators repeatedly refused to approve Skandera’s appointment. It was not until early 
2015 – more than four years after her nomination – that State Senate finally confirmed her.8 
 
Turning the Key: Changing the Teacher Evaluation System 
Overhauling New Mexico’s teacher evaluation system was another priority for Martinez, and when the 
legislature failed to pass a law to this effect, she directed Skandera to establish a new system via 
regulation. Making the case for why the existing evaluation system had to change, Skandera pointed out 
that more than 99 percent of New Mexico’s teachers received the top rating (“meets competency”) even 
though student achievement remained alarmingly low.  
 
Leading the development of the new evaluation system at the New Mexico Public Education Department 
(PED) was Deputy Director of Teaching and Learning Matt Montaño, a former Bernalillo teacher and 
principal who was passionate about equalizing educational opportunities for traditionally underserved 
groups. As they designed the new system, Montaño and his team drew from the array of resources 
available at the time, including the Measures of Effective Teaching (MET) project, which indicated that 
multiple measures – including observations – were crucial components of a robust evaluation. 
 
In the spring of 2013, Montaño presented the framework for the new evaluation system, called 
NMTEACH. Starting that fall, teachers in tested subjects (the vast majority of teachers statewide) would 
be evaluated based on a value-added model of student achievement (50 percent of the rating) as well as 
observations by administrators and other trained observers (25 percent),9 attendance, and other measures 
(25 percent).10 NMTEACH would thus place more weight on student achievement than any other 
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evaluation system in the country. Including attendance in teachers’ evaluations was also unusual – and 
controversial.  
 
Critics picked apart the new evaluation system. Some opposed the weight placed on student achievement, 
saying that poverty and other factors that determined achievement were beyond teachers’ control. Others 
criticized the quick pace of implementation. “We hear from principals and superintendents all over the 
state, ‘Give us more time,” a Democratic state senator said. “There’s a lot of fear out there.”11 The state 
and local chapters of the American Federation of Teachers petitioned the state Supreme Court to block the 
new system, but the court denied the petition, and the PED moved forward without delay.  
 
The Backlash  
That spring and summer, Montaño and his team worked long hours to prepare for the NMTEACH launch, 
developing observation protocols, training observers, and more. They contracted with Southern Regional 
Education Board (SREB) to manage the external observers, many of whom were former principals, and 
hired Teachscape (later Frontline Education) to manage the online tools that districts would use to record 
observations and PED staff would use to monitor implementation.  
 
NMTEACH took effect in the fall of 2013, and the next spring, the PED issued the initial results. 
Statewide, 78 percent of teachers were rated “effective” or better, while 20 percent were rated “minimally 
effective” and 2 percent “ineffective.” The distribution of ratings contrasted with teacher evaluation data 
from other states, where more than 90 percent of teachers were typically in the top categories. 
 
The results further inflamed the evaluation system’s critics. Members of the PED’s Educator Growth and 
Development team, which managed NMTEACH, vividly recalled the harsh feedback that first year. “I 
think more than 90 percent of the calls and emails we got were from people who were mad or upset,” said 
Jennifer Fresquez.12 Her colleague Regina Madrid remembered having teachers call demanding to know 
why they had been rated ineffective when their students loved them and their principals gave them high 
marks. “For a while,” she said, “you were almost afraid to answer your phone.”13 
 
Many teachers said they did not understand how their NMTEACH ratings had been determined, and the 
value-added component was a particular source of confusion. These problems were exacerbated by the 
fact that the PED had sorted teachers into 39 categories based on a complex classification system called 
“graduated considerations” that dictated the weight of various NMTEACH components based on how 
many years of value-added data they had. “It was very hard to explain,” Madrid said. “One lesson we 
learned from that was not to make information so complicated that people can’t understand it.” 
 
On top of the confusion, there were errors: some teachers’ NMTEACH reports showed they had been 
rated based on the achievement of students in grades or subjects they did not teach. Skandera emphasized 
that the errors were due to incorrect data submitted by districts. Over the following months, the PED’s 
data team worked to fix the errors and establish protocols to prevent them from happening in the future.  
 
Another Round, With Refinements 
NMTEACH implementation was less rocky the next year (2014-2015), and when the results were 
released in the spring, they showed that 74 percent of New Mexico’s teachers had been rated “effective” 
or better, while 23 percent had been rated “minimally effective” and 4 percent “ineffective.” In presenting 
the results, Skandera also pointed out that teacher absences had decreased sharply. The year before 
NMTEACH began, 47 percent of teachers were chronically absent; now, only 12 percent were. Thus, 
students were spending more time with their regular teachers – and districts were saving a lot of money 
on substitutes.14  
 
Another point that Skandera repeatedly emphasized was that the PED had already improved the new 
evaluation system in response to feedback and early lessons. For example:   
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 To prevent errors and ensure that teachers’ ratings were based on the correct student data, the 
PED had established roster verification steps that district were now required to follow.  

 To respond to concerns about the observation process and ensure that all observations would be 
conducted fairly and consistently, the PED’s Educator Growth and Development team had 
expanded and improved observer training.  

 To make it easier for teachers to understand their ratings, the PED had replaced the confusing 
graduated considerations system with a simple matrix that split teachers into just two groups: 
those who had student achievement data for the past three years and those who did not. 

 To reduce confusion about the evaluation results and address frequently asked questions, the 
summative reports had been expanded from one page to five, with in-depth explanations of the 
various rating components (Attachment B). 

In making these changes, the PED’s Educator Growth and Development team drew not only from their 
own observations and ad hoc feedback they received but also from input provided by a new NMTEACH 
steering committee. The group, composed of leaders from districts across the state, proved to be a 
valuable sounding board, and the team would continue to turn to them regularly in the years ahead. 
 
Reactions to the second year of NMTEACH results were less volatile than the first year, but the resistance 
was far from over. AFT-New Mexico and other plaintiffs (including several legislators and teachers) filed 
a lawsuit against the PED and Skandera, calling NMTEACH “arbitrary and capricious” because it relied 
on “flawed methodology” and was “plagued by appalling data errors.” 
 
From Implementation to Support 
Supporting districts with NMTEACH was at the core of the Educator Growth and Development team’s 
role, and over time, team members spent more and more time using the NMTEACH data to answer 
district leaders’ questions related to teacher effectiveness and support them in addressing specific 
challenges and needs. Their ability to do so was expedited by data tools developed by Matt Goodlaw, who 
led the PED’s Educator Quality Division. “The data tools gave PED staff more confidence in their ability 
to work with school personnel at very detailed levels,” he said.15  
 
Accordingly, the Educator Growth and Development team was able to provide increasingly responsive 
“customer service” to districts – something that had been a priority for Director Seana Flanagan since she 
joined the team in 2014. Having working in the retail corporate world for more than 20 years, she brought 
a different perspective to the group. As she later reflected: 
 

District leaders don’t always see the state agency as a helpful place, so being customer-
service-oriented goes a long way in the relationship you are building with them. If we are 
perceived as people who are here for them – sometimes it’s as simple as returning a 
phone call or just listening to them – they are more apt to listen to you when things get 
tough and it’s not as pleasant a conversation. You’ve earned the right.16 

 
Given the state’s size, Flanagan’s team provided as much support to their “customers” as possible via 
phone, e-mail, and webinars. “But if it is important for us to be there in person,” she said, “we will be.” 
 
Over time, the team members developed a nuanced understanding of how various districts operated and 
what kinds of support they needed. “There are districts that we know we need to pick up the phone and 
call,” Flanagan explained. “There are others we know will be fine with an email. There are districts we 
won’t hear from for six months, but when we do, we know it’s an SOS and we need to respond right 
away. We try to work with them in whatever way works best.” 
 
Not surprisingly, what large districts needed from the PED tended to be quite different from what small 
rural districts required. As NMTEACH Liaison Jennifer Fresquez observed:  
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Albuquerque has done well with NMTEACH because the person in charge is an 
overachiever. For her, the biggest challenge was volume; the district has thousands of 
teachers. So we tried to provide whatever information she needed in user-friendly ways, 
like customized data reports showing which observers had attended training and passed 
their certification tests. Small districts have different challenges. They often have limited 
bandwidth. In some places, the superintendent is also the principal of one or more schools 
and may even have to help with things like lunch duty. So if a district is falling behind 
with NMTEACH, we ask, “What is going on, and what do you need?” 

 
NMTEACH and Title II Liaison Regina Madrid tailored her support to districts’ needs too: 
 

Sometimes districts have trouble accessing their summative reports. Sometimes they have 
questions about the information in their reports. Sometimes they aren’t sure how to use 
the data. You can never predict what types of questions you will get.  

 
One of the things I talk to district leaders about is how to use the information from the 
NMTEACH reports for professional development. I tell them, “If you’ve had the same 
professional development program in place for years but haven’t seen any progress in 
student achievement, you need to change your PD.” I also run reports showing district 
leaders who their most and least effective teachers are. Some ask, “How can we use this 
data?” I might recommend that they team up their most effective teachers with their least 
effective teachers. Sometimes they don’t realize the different avenues they can use.  

 
The main objective, Flanagan said, was to help district leaders think more strategically about human 
capital: 
 

We try to help them move away from the “nobody else has this problem” mindset. We 
hear the same things over and over: “There are not enough teachers” or “There is a 
shortage of x, y, or z” or “I can’t find this” or “I don’t have money.” So first we hear 
people out, and then we talk about what is within their locus of control.  
 
If a district says, “I don’t have a teacher for this,” we suggest options they can try. For 
example, do you have a math teacher whose prep period you can buy back so they can 
teach a subject where you have a gap? Then we figure out how to make it work with 
licensure. We point them to resources, and if they are looking for a resource that doesn’t 
exist, we create it or help them create it. And when appropriate, we try to connect them 
with each other. We might tell a district leader that Clovis is doing x, y or z, so they may 
want to talk to them. You’d think they would welcome help from others, but they are 
often afraid to reach out. We always try to suggest options while keeping in mind that 
just because something worked over there doesn’t mean it will work over here.  

 
Many district leaders expressed appreciation for the support that Flanagan and her team provided, and 
over time, the types of emails and calls they received became increasingly collaborative. Even so, 
criticism of the PED and its reforms persisted. “The support part doesn’t really make it into the news,” 
Flanagan observed. “I think a lot of people would be surprised to know all of the supports we provide.” 
 
The Missing Piece: Teacher Voice 
In the midst of the friction over NMTEACH, an Albuquerque teacher named Alicia Duran reached out to 
Skandera to voice her frustration with the reforms underway. As Duran wrote later in an education blog: 
 

I loved my job and I loved my students, but I had a lot of concerns about education 
reforms taking place in our state. In fact, I was angry. I wasn’t getting clear 
communication from the state or district explaining what was happening or why. In that 
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vacuum, misinformation from naysayers took hold and helped to shape negative 
perceptions.17 
 

Duran was not alone; many teachers in New Mexico were fed up with reforms being done to them instead 
of with them. They wanted to understand why certain changes were being made – and they wanted a say.  
 
By this time, the PED had an in-house teacher liaison serving as a point of contact with teachers, but 
Skandera realized this was not enough. In late 2015, she formed a new committee called the Secretary’s 
Teacher Advisory, composed of 16 public school teachers nominated by superintendents across the state. 
Duran was among those invited to join. The STA would meet with Skandera and other PED leaders 
quarterly to talk about the state’s educational needs and how the new group could help address them.18   
 
At its first meeting, the STA members chose three priorities. The first was to improve communication 
between the PED and educators. “This has been lacking, and we feel that we can have a huge impact in 
bridging the gap between the schools and the PED,” said STA member Terri Damron, a teacher from 
Clovis. The second was to create avenues for teachers to provide feedback to the PED, and the third was 
to celebrate teaching. “It is not easy being a teacher, yet we do great things,” Damron said. “We should be 
celebrated for that.”19 
 
For teachers on the STA, it was a powerful experience to be able to tell state leaders how they felt about 
changes underway. In addition to making them feel valued and empowered, it helped them understand the 
rationale for the changes and equipped them to share this information with their colleagues. And over 
time, the experience changed their perspectives on what the PED was doing. As Duran said, “I began to 
understand much better where the Secretary and her team were coming from.”  
 
As the STA met, the group thought of other ways to engage and celebrate teachers. In response, the PED 
created a variety of new structures for increasing teacher voice, expanding teacher leadership, and 
communicating state initiatives to teachers (Figure 1). The Chiefs for Change network – of which 
Skandera was a leading member – published a profile of the PED’s initiatives that praised New Mexico’s 
education leaders for “building an ecosystem to support teacher leadership and ensure two-way 
communication between teachers and the department.”20 
 
The PED’s new teacher leadership programs were not only valuable for teachers but also for the 
Department’s leaders and staff. As Montaño, Flanagan, and others met with or presented to various 
groups, they were able to clear up misunderstandings and gain insights that they then used to refine 
programs and improve resources and supports. Flanagan offered an example: 
 

Their input helped us create more teacher-friendly tools around NMTEACH. For 
example, we got feedback that teachers wanted more resources explaining how prior 
student achievement is input into overall student achievement. They wanted this for all 
grades, so we worked with the teacher liaisons to create those materials.  
 
We also heard that teachers didn’t feel like they understood the process that principals 
went through to become certified classroom observers. It felt like a secret, so they wanted 
to come to the training. We couldn’t afford to invite every teacher in the state, but we 
invited some teacher leaders to come and observe so they could go back to their districts 
and share what they saw. Being able to sit with their principals and see how the process 
worked made a huge difference. 
 
I am open to talking to anyone, hearing what they have to say, and seeing what kinds of 
changes we may be able to make. Sometimes we can make a change, sometimes not. But 
I’ve found that even if we can’t get to where they want, people are usually happy just to 
have someone listen to them. 
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In time, Flanagan hoped the PED would be able to engage and support principals to a similar degree. “We 
have done a great job with this administration in engaging teachers and talking with superintendents and 
charter leaders,” she reflected, “but we are missing the piece in the middle.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1: New Mexico Public Education Department— 
Teacher Leadership Opportunities 

TEACHER LIAISONS are teachers on leave who work full-time in the PED to improve 
communication between the PED and teachers and create resources to support improved 
communication. They also lead and coordinate the Secretary’s Teacher Advisory and the New 
Mexico Teacher Leader Network. 

THE SECRETARY’S TEACHER ADVISORY (STA) meets with the Secretary of Education 
quarterly to provide valuable insight into education issues. The goals are to EQUIP teachers with 
information & resources; EMPOWER teachers to increase student achievement; and CHAMPION 
success. The first cohort had 16 members; the second had 26 members chosen from 242 applicants. 

NEW MEXICO TEACHER LEADER NETWORK STATE AMBASSADORS (NMTLN) learn 
about PED areas of focus and state policy, develop a statewide community of support, and create 
resources to equip teachers with helpful and accurate information. Ambassadors go deep around 
specific topics and gain expertise as teacher leaders. The first cohort had 50 state ambassadors 
selected from 738 applicants through a rigorous selection process; 500 additional teachers 
subsequently joined. The long-term goal was to expand the network to include at least one teacher 
from every school in the state. 

NEW MEXICO TEACHER LEADER NETWORK SCHOOL LIAISONS hone their teacher 
leadership skills and gain knowledge about PED areas of focus and state policy. They are the go-to 
people at school sites to help explain PED areas of focus and provide guidance to their colleagues. 

NEW MEXICO LITERACY DREAM TEAM consists of 36 teacher leaders interested in 
curriculum who participated in training and developed free K-6 literacy lesson plans available to all 
NM teachers. 

The ANNUAL TEACHER SUMMIT, launched in June 2016, hosted by the STA and NMTLN, 
brings together teachers from across the state to learn, collaborate, and celebrate with peers. 
Attendees enjoy inspiring speakers while gaining access to useful information and opportunities to 
enhance their classroom practice and improve student outcomes. 

The TEACH REACH NM BLOG is by and for educators. It provides a platform where teachers 
can share insights, experiences, and knowledge and acquire useful resources that help foster student 
success and initiate a solution-oriented dialogue.  

TEACHERS PURSUING EXCELLENCE is a two-year program designed to improve teacher 
effectiveness through targeted mentorship and support for Minimally Effective and Ineffective 
teachers provided by Highly Effective teachers. 
 
Sources: New Mexico PED website; New Mexico Teacher Leader Network State Ambassador FAQ 
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While many of the teacher leadership opportunities emerging in New Mexico were homegrown, another 
came from the outside. In 2016, a national nonprofit called Teach Plus – which engaged teachers in state 
policy research, development, and advocacy – decided to expand to several new states, including New 
Mexico. Teach Plus policy director Chris Eide saw the state as an ideal expansion site given its policy 
leadership and recent progress in amplifying teacher voice.  
 
In Fall 2016, more than 110 teachers applied to be New Mexico Teach Plus Policy Fellows, and 15 were 
chosen. One was Hope Morales, a Roswell teacher who later became the state’s Teach Plus Director.  
 
Eide trained the Fellows on policy, advocacy, and strategies for engaging with education stakeholders and 
policy makers. The group then developed a list of policy issues that were timely and relevant in New 
Mexico and chose a few priority issues to focus on. It was clear to Eide and the Fellows that one topic 
they needed to address was teacher evaluation, given the persistent controversy around NMTEACH. 
Morales was placed on the team focusing on this issue, so she and her colleagues polled more than 1,000 
teachers across the state to ask for their input and the changes they wanted to see.  
 
One of the Teach Plus Fellows’ major findings was that the weight of the student achievement component 
was too heavy. Based on the survey data and their research, the Fellows worked with Eide to develop a 
set of policy recommendations. Specifically, they recommended that the PED: a) reduce the weight of 
student assessment scores in NMTEACH to be equivalent to the classroom observation component, and 
b) revise the teacher attendance component to increase the number of personal days a teacher could be out 
of the classroom from 3 to 6. (Notably, a group of teachers had recently filed a class action lawsuit 
against Martinez and Skandera, arguing that personal days should not be factored into the evaluations.)  
 
With support from Eide, the Teach Plus Fellows presented their recommendations to Skandera and her 
team, who accepted them – an extraordinary win for Teach Plus. From now on, the most heavily weighted 
component of the evaluation system would be classroom observations (40 percent), followed by student 
academic growth (35 percent), teacher planning and professionalism (15 percent), attendance (5 percent), 
and family and student surveys (5 percent). 
 
After receiving Skandera’s approval, the Teach Plus Fellows presented their recommendations to the 
House Education Committee. And when the legislature failed to pass an evaluation bill, Eide and the 
Fellows worked with PED leaders to implement the revisions via rulemaking.  
 
Governor Martinez and Skandera, joined by the Teach Plus Fellows, announced the changes to 
NMTEACH at a press conference in April 2017. “Our teachers have spoken, and we have listened,” 
Martinez said. Teach Plus’ leaders, in turn, praised the PED for being responsive to teachers’ concerns. 
As Morales said at the press conference, “We wanted to create a system that held teachers accountable, 
because our students deserve that – and a system that was balanced, accurate, and used as a tool to 
support educators, because our teachers deserve that.”21  
 
Stakeholder Engagement Spreads 
By this time, the PED had expanded its engagement efforts far beyond teachers. In developing New 
Mexico’s educator equity plan in 2015, for example, the Department convened meetings with teachers, 
union leaders, school board members, superintendents, principals, PTAs, Native American leaders, 
chamber of commerce representatives, and others.22  
 
State leaders used an even broader public engagement strategy to develop New Mexico’s plan for the 
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), the new federal law replacing No Child Left Behind. In Fall 2016, 
the PED partnered with New Mexico First to facilitate more than 20 “listening sessions” across the state, 
where participants spoke about changes they wanted to see in the state’s public education system. In all, 
Skandera and her team heard from over 1,800 stakeholders, including 700 teachers and 50 tribal leaders.  
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Among the concerns they heard were that there was too much time spent on testing, a lack of adequate 
wrap-around supports for families, a lack of support for Native American students’ cultural needs, and 
insufficient inter-jurisdictional collaboration, especially related to tribal communities. Skandera pledged 
to address stakeholders’ feedback in the state’s ESSA plan and to return to communities across the state 
to explain how future reforms would “create continuity and opportunity for schools.”23  
 
An Unexpected Transition 
In the spring of 2017, soon after New Mexico submitted its ESSA plan to the U.S. Department of 
Education, Skandera made a surprise announcement: she was stepping down after six and half years. “It’s 
the right time,” she said. “We have a strong foundation and are poised and ready to lead the nation.”24 
 
Reflecting on her time in office, Skandera said she was proud of “being honest about school and student 
performance after too many years of failing to acknowledge a painful reality.”25 She was also proud of the 
progress that New Mexico had made over the past few years. More students were performing at or above 
grade level, the number of students taking Advanced Placement tests was up significantly, and graduation 
rates were rising. The state still had a long way to go, Skandera acknowledged, “but I believe teachers 
and students across the state are owning the work.”26 
 
She also conceded it had been a mistake not to communicate directly with teachers and principals sooner:  
 

If you had asked me seven years ago if it was my job to reach teachers and principals 
directly, I would have said no. As a state chief, the chain of command typically goes 
through the superintendents, but I realized quickly that was the worst game of telephone 
ever. There was a lot of confusion out there about what changes were taking place, and 
voices in the classroom were not getting back up to my office.27 

 
Signaling the importance of continuity, Governor Martinez appointed Deputy Secretary Christopher 
Ruszkowski to succeed Skandera. He pledged to continue the reforms underway while also focusing 
more intensively on teacher preparation and support. Longer-term sustainability was a bigger question, 
since there would be a gubernatorial election in 2018 and Martinez could not run again due to term 
limits – but in mid-2017, that seemed a long way off. 
 
At the Heart of the ESSA Plan: Equipping, Empowering, and Championing Teachers 
Though state and local union leaders were critical of New Mexico’s ESSA plan, complaining that it 
simply codified and expanded the PED’s existing reforms, the U.S. Department of Education approved 
the plan in late summer 2017, and independent reviewers praised it as one of the nation’s best 
(Attachment C).28  
 
New Mexico’s ESSA plan highlighted the state’s primary goal, referred to as “Route to 66”:  By 2030, 66 
percent of all working-age New Mexicans will earn a postsecondary degree or credential. As a stepping 
stone to this longer-term target, the state’s ESSA goal was for 65 percent of students to be proficient on 
PARCC English Language Arts and 61 percent to be proficient on PARCC math by 2022. (Targets for 
some subgroups were lower.) The plan also explained how the PED planned to reach these ambitious 
targets – for example, by expanding pre-K services, providing $50 million in support to 200 struggling 
schools, and launching a turnaround program in the state’s lowest performing schools.  
 
In the middle of the ESSA plan was a detailed section that described what the PED had been doing in 
recent years to increase teacher effectiveness and ensure that students across the state had equitable access 
to effective teachers and principals (Figure 2 and Attachment D).   
 
Some of the talent initiatives that New Mexico had undertaken were relatively common, but as Eide 
pointed out, others were quite innovative:  
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One innovative thing they’ve done is open up more pathways to enter the teaching 
profession. If I’m a district leader in New Mexico who is looking for teachers, I can hire 
a person with a bachelor’s degree immediately on a provisional license. All they have to 
do is pass a basic skills test and a content area test, and if they are rated effective or 
higher in their first two years, they get their license. If not, they can go and get trained 
and come back. Not many districts take advantage of it yet, but the ones that know about 
it are really working it. I’ve talked to leaders in other states that want to do something 
similar. 
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Figure 2: New Mexico Teacher Ecosystem— 
Map of Initiatives to Attract, Develop, and Retain Teachers 

 
Source: New Mexico ESSA State Plan, pp. 94, 100-102; explanations drawn in part from New Mexico Equity Plan 
 
 
After summarizing initiatives that were already underway, New Mexico’s ESSA plan described new 
strategies that the PED was planning to pursue to further strengthen its “education ecosystem.” In the 
preparation category, for example, state leaders planned to revamp the quality review process and launch 
a new accountability system for educator preparation program providers (EPPs). They also intended to 
revamp mentorship requirements for all first-year teachers to address the lack of consistency and to 
replace “lockstep compensation systems” with differentiated compensation.  
 
Ready on Day One: Tackling Teacher Preparation 
During the 2017-2018 school year, the PED continued to build out the teacher leadership opportunities 
created over the past few years. Twenty-six teachers were chosen for the second cohort of the Secretary’s 
Teacher Advisory Committee based on a rigorous selection process that included NMTEACH ratings, and 
50 teachers joined the second cohort of the New Mexico Teacher Leader Network. Meanwhile, Teach 
Plus selected its next cohort of Policy Fellows, who chose teacher preparation as one of their key issues.29 
The topic was timely, as teacher preparation was now a high priority for PED leaders.  
 
In April 2018, Ruszkowski announced a series of rule changes that would give the PED more authority 
over educator preparation programs (EPPs) in New Mexico.30 From now on, EPPs would be required to 
align their pedagogy and teaching methods with PED standards and would be graded from A to F based 
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on their ability to attract diverse and academically prepared candidates; graduates’ ability to secure jobs, 
meet state needs, and persist in the profession; and their performance as measured by NMTEACH. Based 
on the results, the PED would determine which programs could remain in operation.  
 
A variety of critics, some familiar and some new, spoke out against the changes. Some called the PED’s 
move an “overreach.” Others objected to including metrics in the scorecards that measured things beyond 
EPPs’ control (such as retention rates) or to using NMTEACH results to assess graduates’ performance.31 
A group of college deans said the announcement had caught them by surprise, and the state attorney 
general expressed concerns that the PED had not engaged stakeholders sufficiently.32  
 
Regardless, the PED kept moving forward, and in June 2018, it released preliminary grades for the state’s 
educator preparation programs: Four Bs, eight Cs, and one D. There were no formal consequences this 
time, but when final 2017 scorecards were issued in the fall, any EPP with a grade below C would be put 
on probation, and if its grade did not improve within two years, its approval would be revoked.  
 
“It is our moral obligation and duty to our children and families to ensure Day-One-ready teachers,” said 
Ruszkowski, “and when aspiring teachers complete their preparation programs, sometimes after paying 
tens of thousands of dollars in tuition, they deserve to be fully prepared to deliver for their students.”33 
 
Over the next few months, Teach Plus Fellows wrote editorials in newspapers across the state in support 
of the PED’s efforts to make teacher preparation more rigorous.34 They also released their own 
recommendations: in addition to holding EPPs accountable for results, they recommended that EPPs 
implement clinical preparation programs and deliver more preparation at high-needs schools.35 
 
PED leaders drew on these recommendations as they fleshed out plans for improving teacher preparation 
in New Mexico. They planned to work with EPPs, districts, and other partners to lengthen clinical 
residencies, for example, leveraging Title II funding and policy. They also planned to revamp mentorship 
requirements so that the state’s best teachers would have a key role in preparing new teachers. PED 
leaders and staff would continue using NMTEACH data to assess the impact of these changes. 
 
Deciding What Exemplary Really Means 
In the summer of 2018, Chris Eide left his position with Teach Plus to join PED’s Educator Growth and 
Development Division as Director of Educator Quality. Following his transition, Hope Morales was 
selected to be the state’s new Teach Plus director.  
 
One of the first tasks that Eide was involved in at the PED was helping to decide how to allocate $5 
million that the legislature had provided for Excellence in Teaching Awards. As Eide explained: 
 

We would be giving out a non-trivial amount of money that amounted to maybe 15 
percent of a teacher’s salary in a bonus. The question was, should we give it to everybody 
who was rated exemplary or only those with student growth? You can get an exemplary 
without student growth, but to get it with student growth is really hard.  
 
We had a total universe of more than 1,100 exemplary teachers, and about 860 of them 
had student growth data. Those that don’t include pre-k teachers, teachers of students 
with disabilities, library assistants, hall monitors, etc. So we had to decide where to draw 
the line. The executive team spent hours arguing about this. On one side, the argument 
was that if we say that exemplary is exemplary, then everybody should get the award. On 
the other side, the argument was that exemplary with growth should count more. But 
some felt that if we did that, we would be saying we didn’t believe in the validity of the 
whole system, and we should have had a different category to begin with – like 
exemplary plus. We didn’t have that.   
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In the end, we drew on the team’s values. Warriors like Matt Montaño had fought hard 
for student academic growth to be a meaningful part of NMTEACH, and we were all 
aligned around that. You can put whatever you want in the evaluation system, but the 
truth is in whether students learn. If you can’t prove that, then the basis for your scores 
shifts to things that are more gameable.  
 
We also talked a lot about what message we would be sending. We were doing these 
awards for the first time, so what type of legacy did we want to leave?  What kind of 
behavior did we want to incent in the next administration?   

 
The executive team ultimately decided that secondary math or science teachers in grades 6 to 12 who 
earned an exemplary rating and agreed to come back the next year would receive a $10,000 award, while 
exemplary teachers in other subjects with academic growth data would receive a $5,000 award.  
 
Ruszkowski traveled across the state to hand out oversized award checks to the recipients in the fall of 
2018, with much fanfare and news coverage. In the future, he said, the PED would seek more funds from 
the legislature to extend the awards to other groups, including teachers of students with disabilities, 
teachers in the lowest-performing schools, and exemplary teachers who transferred to those schools.  
 
Teachers union leaders said they would not interfere with the awards but rejected them as unfair. “It’s 
pitting teachers against each other with the idea of who’s good and who’s bad,” a union leader said.36 

 
Highlighting Successes Amid an Uncertain Future 
Throughout 2018, Ruszkowski continued to travel from one end of the state to the other, talking to district 
leaders and teachers and celebrating successes. In his “Straight A Express” bus tour in the spring, he 
visited 122 schools in more than 60 districts. Among the accomplishments that he often highlighted in 
talking to stakeholders: 

 PARCC assessment data showed that 13,000 more students were reading on grade level compared 
to 2015, and 11,000 more were doing math on grade level; 

 Compared to three years earlier, there were 1,000 more highly effective and exemplary teachers 
and almost 1,000 fewer minimally effective and ineffective teachers (Attachment E); and 

 Low-income students were now no more likely than higher-income students to have a minimally 
effective or ineffective teacher. The PED attributed this outcome to reforms undertaken in recent 
years, including more intensive support for less effective teachers, programs such as Principals 
Pursuing Excellence (PPE) and Teachers Pursuing Excellence (TPE), and pay-for-performance 
grants to help districts attract and retain effective teachers.  

 
As Eide put it, “We felt like the heartache was paying off.” 
 
Ruszkowski frequently highlighted teachers’ support for NMTEACH and other reforms and urged pro-
reform teachers and district leaders to urge the state’s future leaders to sustain the policies and programs 
that the PED had put in place in recent years.  
 
He also sent out frequent “New Mexico Rising” emails profiling exceptional teacher leaders and other 
positive news. In an October 2018 email, for example, he shared a new NCTQ report calling the state’s 
teacher evaluation system one of the nation’s best (Attachment F). “New Mexico is an example to other 
states who may be uncertain about protecting research-based teacher quality initiatives,” said NCTQ 
president Kate Walsh. “They have shown that holding to core principles, setting a high bar, listening to 
educators and offering support can translate to significant increases in teacher quality and therefore 
student achievement.”37 
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Whether any of this would make a difference was uncertain, though, since both gubernatorial candidates 
were harshly critical of the PED and its reforms. Republican candidate Steve Pearce called the 
Department a “bureaucratic compliance agency and not a resource agency, as it should be.”38 Democratic 
candidate Michelle Lujan Grisham was dismissive too. If elected, she said, her priorities would be to raise 
teacher pay, expand teacher training, and eliminate high stakes testing tied to teacher evaluations.39 
 
Whomever became the next governor would have extensive financial resources at their disposal, as New 
Mexico was projecting a surge in revenue as result of an oil boom in the southeastern part of the state. The 
next secretary of education would therefore not only have the significant authority that the state’s 
governance structure provided but also more funding to deploy. “It’s a sweet deal,” Eide commented. 
 
As members of the Educator Growth and Development team continued their day-to-day work in late 2018, 
district leaders often asked what they thought the next governor might change. Said Flanagan:  
 

They will ask me, is something going to change? Yes. Do you know what it is? No. Are 
you preparing for changes?  Yes. That is a lot of what we are doing now – laying out Plan 
A vs. Plan B. Creating organizational charts. Documenting. We are trying to do all of that 
while still trying to keep the work of our team going. 

 
To that end, Flanagan and Eide were also working on a task that had long been a priority but never made 
it to the top of the list: developing a human capital playbook that would bring a variety of resources 
together in one place (for example, suggested strategies for addressing specific human capital challenges, 
useful metrics, sample policies, etc.) for state and district leaders to access and use. Much of the content 
for the playbook already existed, but he and Flanagan also wanted to include their reflections on 
implementation, communication, legislation, regulations, and so on. 
 
In November 2018, Michelle Lujan Grisham won the gubernatorial election, and the PED leaders and 
staff waited in suspense to see what would happen next. Flanagan and her colleagues hoped for the best. 
“I hope the new people won’t come in and rip it all out,” she said. “Because who would be hurt?  Kids 
and teachers. I’d rather have them say, ‘Let’s look at everything and see what’s working and how it could 
be made better.”  
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Attachment A:  
New Mexico Education Data (2017) 

 
PreK-12 public school enrollment: ~337,500 
 
Student characteristics: 

Race/Ethnicity: 
 61% Hispanic 
 25% White non-Hispanic 
 11% American Indian 
 2% Black 
 1% Asian/Pacific Islander 
 1% two or more races 

Other data: 
 71% free or reduced-price lunch 
 15% special education  
 13% English language learners 

 
District statistics: 
 89 school districts 
 23 Native-serving school districts 

School statistics: 
 901 public schools (802 traditional schools + 

99 charter schools) 
 

 
 

Largest school districts: 
 Albuquerque: 158 schools educating 336,326 

students 
 Las Cruces: 40 schools educating 90,752 

students 
 All other districts have fewer than 25,000 

students 
 Many districts have fewer than 500 students 

Student distribution across schools: 
 34% attend urban schools 
 28% attend town schools 
 24% attend rural schools 
 14% attend suburban schools 

 
Teacher statistics: 
 23,000 educators 
 Beginning teacher salary: $34,000 

 
 17 educator preparation programs statewide (traditional and alternative certification) 
 ~50% of teachers trained by traditional educator preparation programs 

 
 
 
Sources: New Mexico KidsCan, New Mexico Public Education Department 
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Attachment A (continued): 

PARCC Results (2016) 
 

 % Proficient (PARCC) 
 2016 Actual 2022 Goal 
English Language Arts    

All students 28% 65% 
Economically disadvantaged students 21% 60% 
Students with disabilities 7% 50% 
English language learners 8% 51% 
Caucasian 43% 75% 
Hispanic 23% 62% 
Asian 55% 64% 
American Indian 17% 57% 
African American 24% 62% 

Mathematics   
All students 20% 61% 
Economically disadvantaged students 15% 57% 
Students with disabilities 7% 50% 
English language learners 7% 50% 
Caucasian 33% 72% 
Hispanic 16% 58% 
Asian 48% 85% 
American Indian 11% 53% 
African American 15% 57% 

Source: New Mexico ESSA State Plan 
 
 

Graduation Rate (2016) 
 

 Graduation Rate* 
 2016 Actual 2022 Goal 
All students 71% 85% 
Economically disadvantaged students 67% 82% 
Students with disabilities 62% 79% 
English language learners 67% 82% 
Caucasian 76% 88% 
Hispanic 71% 84% 
Asian 81% 91% 
American Indian 63% 79% 
African American 61% 78% 

*Four-year adjusted cohort graduation rate 
 
 
 

Source: New Mexico ESSA State Plan 
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Attachment A (continued): 
New Mexico NAEP Results – Grade 4 Reading (2017) 
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Attachment A (continued): 

New Mexico NAEP Results – Grade 4 Math (2017) 
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Attachment A (continued): 
New Mexico NAEP Results – Grade 8 Reading (2017) 
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Attachment A (continued): 
New Mexico NAEP Results – Grade 8 Math (2017) 
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Attachment B: 
NMTEACH Report Sample Pages (2014-2015) 

 
 

 

Source: New Mexico Public Education Department 
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Attachment C:  

NCTQ Analysis of New Mexico ESSA Plan—Educator Equity (2017) 

Source: NCTQ 
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Attachment D: 

Additional Details from New Mexico’s ESSA Plan  
Related to New Mexico Teacher Ecosystem (2017) 

 
Recruitment 
 Raised beginning teacher salary from $30,000 to $34,000 (13 percent) 
 Reduced barriers to entering the profession through licensure flexibility 
 Established agreement with Northern New Mexico College to build pipeline of Native American 

teachers 
 
Teacher Preparation 
 In collaboration with partner universities, created NMPREP (alternative teacher preparation program 

targeting district needs) and NMLEAD (alternative principal preparation and support program)  
 Adopted the more rigorous National Evaluation Systems (NES) licensure exam  

 
Evaluation 
 Implemented the NMTEACH evaluation system, including a rigorous observation protocol that 

provides valuable information to aid professional growth of teachers and principals  
 
Training 
 Launched the Principals Pursuing Excellence program, which educates and empowers principals in 

struggling schools to practice leadership behaviors that drive significant gains in student achievement 
 Launched the Teachers Pursuing Excellence Program, which provides mentorship and training to 

minimally effective and ineffective teachers to help them be more effective  
 Sponsored training for culturally and linguistically responsive instruction 

 
Placement and Retention  
 Launched a Pay for Performance Pilot that allows districts and charters to design local compensation 

systems to reward school-based staff for effectiveness 
 Implemented STEM and Hard to Staff stipends linked to teachers’ NMTEACH ratings 
 Received federal highly qualified teacher waiver allowing districts to place teachers in high-need and 

hard-to-staff positions based on NMTEACH ratings 
 
Career Advancement  
 Streamlined licensure advancement for all teachers from level 1 to 2 and level 2 to 3, allowing 

effective or better teachers to advance their licenses using NMTEACH ratings; this flexibility 
increases districts’ ability to develop and retain top-performing teachers 

 Streamlined the process for alternatively licensed teachers to advance their provisional licenses using 
their NMTEACH effectiveness ratings 

 Passed legislation reducing the amount of experience a teacher needs to qualify for an administrators 
license to three years, creating potential to increase pool of administrators 

 
Source: New Mexico Public Education Department, New Mexico ESSA State Plan 
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Attachment E: 
NMTEACH Trend Data 

 
 

 
 

Source: New Mexico Public Education Department, New Mexico ESSA State Plan 
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Attachment F: 

Excerpts from NCTQ Making a Difference Report (2018) 
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Attachment F (continued) 
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Attachment F (continued) 
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Attachment F (continued) 
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Source: NCTQ, Making a Difference 
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