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INTRODUCTION	AND	FOCUS	
	

During	the	decades	after	Brown	v.	Board	of	Education	there	was	terrific	progress.	Tens	
of	thousands	of	public	schools	were	integrated	racially.		During	that	time	the	gap	
between	black	and	white	achievement	narrowed.	

Jonathan	Kozol	(fired	as	a	teacher	for	sharing	a	Langston	Hughes	poem)	
	

The	purpose	of	this	White	Paper	is	to	review	and	synthesize	some	current	research	
preferably	conducted	in	New	Mexico	regarding	the	educational	achievement	gap	faced	by	
two	academically	lower-achieving	ethnic	sub-groups:	Hispanic/Latino	and	Native	American	
students.		These	ethnic	populations	account	for	48	percent	and	10.5	percent	respectively	of	
the	total	New	Mexico	population	(USCB,	2015	update)	and	about	60	percent	and	10	percent	
respectively	of	the	state	public	education	system	(Ballotpedia,	2016).	

Achievement	gaps	are	most	often	thought	of	as	the	differences	between	population	
groups	or	subgroups	based	on	average	scores	or	the	percentage	of	students	falling	into	
preset	proficiency	levels	on	standardized	tests.		For	schools,	closing	the	gap	usually	means	
narrowing	the	difference	in	the	group	scores,	ideally	with	the	goal	of	erasing	the	differences	
altogether.	

The	reasons	for	knowing	about	and	understanding	the	importance	of	gaps	are	self-
evident.		Individual	students	as	well	as	population	subgroups	who	do	less	well	in	academics	
are	more	likely	to	be	less	productive	in	society	and/or	experience	more	hardships	in	life	
than	their	counterparts.		In	an	egalitarian	society,	we	must	do	all	that	we	can	to	ensure	that	
all	students	have	equal	opportunities	and	supports	to	succeed.	

Regarding	New	Mexico,	since	1992	the	state	education	system	as	a	whole	has	
continuously	performed	well	below	the	national	average	in	mathematics,	reading/language	
arts	and	science.		Additionally,	the	within-state	racial/ethnic	gaps	in	educational	
achievement	persist	with	little	to	no	indication	that	significant	progress	in	closing	these	
gaps	is	on	the	horizon.	

OUTLINE	
This	paper	is	divided	into	the	following	sections.		1)	The	Achievement	Gap	Status,	

including	national	and	state-level	educational	achievement	gaps	and	disaggregation	by	
various	population	subgroups,	2)	The	Causes	of	Achievement	Gaps,	and	3)	Promising	
Practices	for	Reducing	Gaps.	

METHODOLOGY	
To	keep	this	white	paper	manageable	and	meaningful	for	practical	purposes,	we	put	

some	parameters	on	what	research	should	be	included:	1)	with	limited	exceptions,	we	
chose	to	highlight	published	research	that	was	conducted	in	New	Mexico,	which	includes	the	
major	national	assessments	that	included	population	samples	from	within	the	state,	2)	we	
also	chose	to	focus	primarily	on	research	conducted	and	published	within	the	last	10	years,	
and	3)	we	gave	priority	to	research	that	was	peer-reviewed	and/or	met	sufficient	standards	
of	qualitative	and/or	quantitative	rigor,	which	includes	clarity	and/or	objectivity,	inclusion	
of	the	methodological	description,	and,	in	some	cases,	an	adequate	assessment	of	validity	
and	reliability.	
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ACHIEVEMENT	GAP	STATUS	
	

	

The	literature	on	achievement	gaps	is	vast,	and	it	is	easy	to	find	gaps	within	gaps	(e.g.	
between	ethnic	groups,	within	ethnic	groups;	as	well	as	between	grades	and	gender	
combined	with	socio-economic	status,	language	proficiency,	eligibility	for	special	services,	
timeframes,	and	on	and	on).		The	gap	combinations	can	become	so	complicated	and	
intertwined	that	just	analyzing	the	possibilities	may	result	in	analysis	paralysis.		To	address	
the	gaps	for	practical	purposes,	at	the	local	level,	we	need	to	simplify	and	prioritize	the	
issues	as	we	know	them,	at	a	level	that	is	practical	and	makes	sense	to	us;	otherwise,	we	
risk	getting	overwhelmed	and	can	end	up	doing	less,	or	even	nothing	at	all.	

Therefore,	we	suggest,	in	general,	that	all	stakeholders,	including	policymakers	—	and	
especially	educators	onsite	in	schools	—	first	use	the	data	and	knowledge	of	patterns	and	
trends	that	exists	in	order	to	save	time	and	resources.			There	is	an	abundance	of	descriptive	
achievement	gap	research	readily	available,	but	there	is	an	embarrassing	scarcity	of	high-
quality	action-oriented	research	on	what	to	do	about	it	at	the	state	and	local	level.	

	

The	federal	legislative	story	pertaining	to	academic	achievement	gaps	
and	inequity	in	education	is	long	and	detailed.		Knowing	about	these	
general	trends	may	help	us	to	understand	why	federal	governance	has	
tried	but	failed	to	solve	the	problem,	and	why	it	is	the	responsibility	of	
all	of	us	to	be	part	of	the	solution.		We	provide	a	high-level	overview	of	
this	story	in	Appendix	A:	Legislative	History.	

	

As	the	legislative	history	of	addressing	educational	inequity	informs	us,	we	have	known	
about	the	issue	and	effects	of	inequitable	education	for	a	long	time.		And,	in	all	fairness,	the	
federal	government	has	taken	steps	to	address	the	problem.	

One	of	the	chief	goals	of	the	No	Child	Left	Behind	Act	of	2001	(NCLB,	2002),	under	
President	George	W.	Bush,	was	to	narrow	the	achievement	gap	for	all	definable	subgroups,	
at	the	school	level.		This	goal	continues	with	the	Every	Student	Succeeds	Act	of	2015	(ESSA,	
2015),	signed	late	into	the	second	term	of	President	Barack	Obama.	

Still,	neither	presidential	administration	in	this	century	was	able	to	make	notable	
progress	in	academic	performance,	based	on	international	comparisons,	or	even	in	
narrowing	the	racial/ethnic	gaps	in	educational	achievement	at	home.		In	fact,	between	
1965	and	today,	large	educational	achievement	gaps	among	racial	groups	have	persisted	
with	only	rare	indications	of	very	modest	progress	(Hanushek,	2016).	

NATIONAL	AND	STATE-LEVEL	EDUCATIONAL	ACHIEVEMENT	GAPS	
Analyzing	Proficiency.		Throughout	the	body	of	the	paper,	we	delineate	how	various	

student	population	groupings	have	performed	academically	at	given	levels	in	comparison	to	
one	another.		For	most	assessments	of	academic	achievement	gaps,	students'	raw	data	is	
compiled	into	average	scale	scores,	meaning	that	their	raw	scores	are	drawn	from	different	
categories	or	kinds	of	questions	and	then	compiled	into	a	single	score.		Collective	scores	can	
then	be	categorized	into	performance	levels	(aka	achievement	levels)	such	as	Below	Basic,	
Basic,	Proficient,	and	Advanced,	or	equivalent	categories,	as	required	under	the	No	Child	Left	
Behind	Act	of	2001	(NCLB,	2002).		Performance	levels	tell	us	a	bit	more	than	simple	raw	
score	averages	(e.g.	Group	A	scores	higher	than	Group	B	by	50	points),	and	instead,	we	can	
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now	see	the	percentage	of	students	in	all	groups	who	score	at	a	pre-specified	level	(e.g.	the	
percentage	of	students	who	reach	proficiency).	

Below,	we	present	a	single	chart	illustrating	the	most	recent	state	and	national	
achievement	levels	in	Grades	4	and	8	on	the	2013-2015	NAEP	as	reported	by	the	U.S.	
Department	of	Education	(ED)	at	the	National	Center	for	Educational	Statistics	(NCES).	

Figure	1.		2013-2015	National	and	State	(NM)	Math	and	Reading	Assessments	
Snapshot.	

	

	
Note.		The	Chart	above	shows	combined	national	and	state	results	for	grades	4	and	8	between	2013	
and	2015.		This	chart	shows	discreet	(the	percentage	of	students	that	fall	into	each	category)	as	
opposed	to	cumulative	(the	percentage	of	students	scoring	at	or	above	each	category)	achievement	
levels.		(Details	for	given	breakouts	may	not	sum	to	100%	because	of	rounding.)	

	

As	shown	in	Figure	1	above,	most	grade	4	and	8	students	nationally	and	within	New	
Mexico,	in	general,	did	not	reach	national	Proficiency	or	Advanced	achievement	levels	in	
either	reading	or	math	on	the	NAEP	assessments	in	combined	school	years	between	2013	
and	2015.		New	Mexico	also	consistently	had	a	greater	number	of	students	not	reaching	
proficiency	levels	than	the	national	average.		Although	the	exact	percentages	may	change	
for	other	time	frames,	the	same	pattern	persists	where	only	a	very	small	percentage	of	
students	reach	Advanced	levels	while	the	large	majority	of	students	are	clustered	at	the	
Basic	and	Below	Basic	levels.	

Generalities	
Based	on	NAEP	results,	New	Mexico	school	children	have	for	more	than	20	years	

performed	lower	than	the	national	average	in	what	are	often	considered	the	fundamental	
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subjects	of	mathematics,	reading,	writing,	and	science.		Math	and	reading	scores	are	based	
scales	of	0	to	500.		Science	and	writing	scores	are	based	on	scales	of	0	to	300.		All	data	in	
this	subsection	is	derived	from	the	NCES	NAEP	database.	

Statistical	Significance.		When	looking	at	data	used	for	national,	between-state,	and	in-
state	comparisons,	we	urge	the	reader	to	keep	in	mind	the	concept	of	statistical	significance,	
a	technical	term	used	in	statistics	(particularly	in	hypothesis	testing)	that	gauges	whether	
actual	results	may	be	due	to	sampling	error	(or	group	equivalence,	for	example).		For	
example,	if	the	differences	in	test	results	between	two	groups	are	statistically	significant,	
then	we	can	have	more	confidence	that	the	comparison	results	are	likely	real	and	
meaningful.	

When	one	explores	the	public-accessible	NAEP	Data	Explorer	(NDE)	database	for	
deeper	pairwise	comparisons,	such	as	between	groups	or	other	variable	combinations	such	
as	ethnicity,	gender,	location,	proficiency,	and	years,	the	reports	will	typically	identify	which	
comparisons	are	statistically	significant.	

Some	measurements	may	appear	to	be	significant,	or	not,	just	based	on	their	magnitude.		
For	example,	looking	at	Figure	2	below	there	is	little	doubt	that	there	is	a	positive	significant	
difference	in	New	Mexico	fourth	grade	mathematics	test	scores	between	two	singular	points	
in	time:	1992	and	2015	(18	points);	however,	the	gap	size	between	the	state	and	national	
average	at	those	same	two	benchmarks	has	widened	slightly	(7	points	and	9	points,	
respectively).		The	gain	is	likely	significant,	but	the	gap	is	likely	not	significant	because	the	
difference	is	only	2	points,	which	could	easily	be	due	to	sampling	error.		This	means	that	
significant	gains	were	made	during	the	timeframe	(a	success),	but	the	gap	remains	
statistically	insignificant,	and	therefore	no	progress	has	been	made	in	that	regard	(a	failure).		
Because	there	are	seemingly	endless	possible	combinations,	we	urge	those	readers	who	
wish	to	delve	deeper	to	try	the	NDE	at	http://nces.ed.gov/	on	his	or	her	own.		It	is	
reasonably	easy	to	use	and	potentially	revealing.	

Figure	2.		NAEP	Grade	4	Math,	national	and	state,	for	selected	years.	

	
Note.		Based	on	raw	scores	for	selected	years,	New	Mexico	fourth	graders	as	a	whole	have	never	

caught	up	to	the	national	average	in	math.	
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Figure	3.		NAEP	Grade	8	Math,	national	and	state,	for	selected	years.	

	
Note.		Based	on	raw	scores	for	selected	years,	New	Mexico	eighth	graders	as	a	whole	have	never	

caught	up	to	the	national	average	in	math.	
	

Figure	4.		NAEP	Grade	4	Reading,	national	and	state,	for	selected	years.	

	
Note.		Based	on	raw	scores	for	selected	years,	New	Mexico	fourth	graders	students	as	a	whole	have	

never	caught	up	to	the	national	average	in	reading,	but	interestingly	the	state	came	close	in	1992.	
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	New	Mexico	 211	 205	 205	 206	 208	 203	 207	 212	 208	 208	 206	 207	
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Figure	5.		NAEP	Grade	8	Reading,	national	and	state,	for	selected	years.	

	
Note.		Based	on	raw	scores	for	selected	years,	New	Mexico	eighth	graders	as	a	whole	have	never	

caught	up	to	the	national	average	in	reading,	but	the	state's	participants	came	close	in	1998.	
	

Longitudinal	Patterns	
When	one	looks	closely	at	the	charts	above,	it	becomes	apparent	that	there	was	a	time	

when	the	gap	between	New	Mexico	and	the	national	average	was	smaller.		For	example:	

• In	1992,	the	gap	between	New	Mexico	and	the	national	average	on	NAEP	mathematics	
for	grades	4	and	8	was	smaller	than	at	any	time	thereafter.	

• In	1992	for	Grade	4	and	1998	for	grade	8,	the	gap	between	New	Mexico	and	the	national	
average	on	NAEP	reading	was	smaller	than	at	any	time	thereafter.	

This	longitudinal	pattern	of	widening	gaps	suggests	that	New	Mexico	may	have	been	
doing	something	statewide	more	effectively	early	on	than	in	later	years.		Similarly,	
researchers	have	noticed	that	the	gap	nationally	between	minority	and	white	students	was	
more	narrow	in	the	1970s	and	1980s,	perhaps	due	in	part	"because	minority	students	were	
exposed	to	greater	resources	and	academic	content"	(Harris	&	Herrington,	2006).	
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State	Rankings	
	

Table	1.		NAEP	2015	NM	and	National/State	Rankings	by	Subject	and	Grade.	

GRADE	4	 All			 Boys	 Girls	 Black	 Hispanic	 White	 FRPL	Eligible	 FRPL	Not	
Eligible	

Math	 51	 50	 52	 ‡	 31	 48	 43	 51	

Reading		 52	 52	 52	 ‡	 42	 49	 48	 51	

Science	 44	 44	 45	 15	 35	 38	 40	 39	

Writing	 40	 41	 39	 ‡	 17	 35	 37	 29	

GRADE	8	 All			 Boys	 Girls	 Black	 Hispanic	 White	 FRPL	Eligible	 FRPL	Not	
Eligible	

Math	 48	 47	 49	 ‡	 36	 43	 42	 46	

Reading		 50	 50	 50	 ‡	 44	 46	 47	 51	

Science	 44	 43	 44	 ‡	 35	 39	 37	 44	

Writing	(2007)	 45	 44	 45	 ‡	 26	 40	 37	 42	

Grade	12	 All			 Boys	 Girls	 Black	 Hispanic	 White	 FRPL	Eligible	 FRPL	Not	
Eligible	

Math	(2013)	 ‡	 ‡	 ‡	 ‡	 ‡	 ‡	 ‡	 ‡	

Reading	(2013)	 ‡	 ‡	 ‡	 ‡	 ‡	 ‡	 ‡	 ‡	
Note.		‡	=	subgroup	did	not	participate	or	reporting	standards	were	not	met.		State	rankings	and	
comparisons	include	the	District	of	Columbia	and	the	national	aggregate.		Jurisdictions	most	often	
falling	below	New	Mexico	include	Alabama,	Mississippi,	and/or	the	District	of	Columbia.	

	
2015	State	Rankings.		As	depicted	in	the	2015	chart	above,	with	just	a	few	exceptions,	

New	Mexico	as	a	whole	frequently	ranks	near	the	bottom	across	grades	and	academic	
subjects	when	compared	to	all	50	U.S.	states,	the	territory	of	Puerto	Rico	(when	included),	
and	the	District	of	Columbia.		Other	results	include:	
• Gender	disaggregation	shows	that	New	Mexico	boys	and	girls	perform	about	the	same	

in	national	rankings;	
• Ethnicity	disaggregation	shows	that	there	are	a	few	bright	spots	when	various	ethnic	

groups	are	compared	nationally	with	their	peers	on	the	NAEP	assessments	for	science	
and	writing.		New	Mexico	black	students	did	fairly	well	in	Grade	4	science,	ranking	15th	
when	compared	with	their	national	peers.		New	Mexico	Hispanics	in	Grades	4	and	8	
writing	also	showed	bright	spots,	ranking	17th	and	26th,	respectively.	

• Free	or	Reduced-Priced	Lunch	(FRPL)	disaggregation	indicates	students	who	are	
eligible	for	free	or	reduced	price	lunch	(FRPL)	under	the	National	School	Lunch	
Program	(that	some	consider	an	indication	of	family	socio-economic	status).		FRPL-
eligible	students	seem	to	perform	modestly	better	in	New	Mexico	than	do	non-FRPL-
eligible	students	when	compared	to	their	respective	peer	groups.	
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Other	Longitudinal	Patterns	
Other	longitudinal	patterns	worth	noting	include:	

Ethnicity.		When	student	groups	are	disaggregated	nationally,	we	consistently	see	the	
following	groups	scoring	as	follows	in	descending	order:		Asian,	White,	African-American,	
Hispanic,	and	Native	American.	

Special	Services.		The	same	pattern,	but	with	larger	percentages	at	lower	levels,	
typically	repeats	itself	when	many	student	groups	are	disaggregated	by	ethnicity	and	special	
services	such	as	Students	with	Disabilities	(SWD),	students	with	504	plans,	and	English-
Language	Learners	(ELLs),	or	simply	English	Learners	(ELs).	

Gender.		Girls	as	a	group	consistently	perform	at	higher	levels	than	boys	on	reading,	
and	boys	consistently	perform	better	in	mathematics.		Not	every	year,	however,	is	the	
difference	statistically	significant.	

	

While	this	paper	is	not	the	place	to	debate	the	adequacy	or	agreeability	of	
various	ethnicity	and	special	services	descriptors,	we	typically	use	the	
population	subgroup	terms	as	they	appear	in	the	federal	and	state	
legislation	and/or	as	they	are	referenced	in	the	pertinent	document	
source.		Therefore,	for	example,	we	may	see	the	term	Hispanic	in	some	
charts	and	Latino	in	others.	
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Native	American	National/State	Comparisons	
Native	American	students'	trends	and	patterns	do	not	necessarily	match	well	with	other	

state	comparisons	because	many	states	are	not	as	fortunate	as	New	Mexico	to	have	a	large	
Native	American	population.		The	state,	therefore,	is	included	in	the	National	Indian	
Education	Study	(NIES,	2016)	that	seeks	to	compare	the	NAEP	math	and	reading	results	for	
various	Native	American	populations	across	the	nation	and	with	the	national	average	as	a	
whole,	as	depicted	in	the	charts	below.	

Figure	6.	Grade	4	Mathematics.	

	

Figure	7.	Grade	8	Mathematics.	

	

Figure	8.	Grade	4	Reading.	

	

Figure	9.	Grade	8	Reading.	

	
Note.		NM	=	New	Mexico.		AI/AN	=	American	Indian/Alaska	Native.		AI/AN	subgroups	include	data	

from	both	public	and	BIE	schools.		The	figures	above	show	a	consistent	trend	in	average	scale	
scores	across	fourth	and	eighth	grades	for	both	NAEP	mathematics	and	reading.		New	Mexico	
American	Indian	students	perform	below	the	national	American	Indian	average	which	itself	is	
well	below	the	national	average	for	all	students.	
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WITHIN-STATE	EDUCATIONAL	ACHIEVEMENT	GAPS	
For	most	recent	and	past	data	analyses,	and	compliance	with	federal	legislation,	New	

Mexico	has	for	most	assessments	used	four	achievement	levels:	Beginning	Step,	Nearing	
Proficiency,	Proficient,	and	Advanced.		For	standardization	and	comparison	with	most	
national	assessments,	some	analysts,	such	as	Center	on	Education	Policy	(CEP),	find	
equivalence	with	New	Mexico's	Beginning	Step	as	Below	Basic,	Nearing	Proficiency	as	Basic,	
and	Proficient	and	Advanced	as	the	same.	

The	NAEP,	therefore,	is	likely	the	best	system	available	to	gauge	how	a	given	state	is	
doing	in	comparison	to	other	states	and	the	nation.		That	is	because	state-specific	tests	are	
not	parallel	with	the	NAEP	and	therefore	the	percentages	of	students	reaching	proficiency,	
for	example,	would	be	very	unlikely	to	be	the	same.	

The	educational	achievement	gaps	within	New	Mexico,	however,	are	fundamentally	the	
same	as	the	nation,	and	like	the	nation,	the	educational	system	in	New	Mexico	has	been	
chronically	unable	to	significantly	close	the	achievement	gaps	among	population	subgroups.	

Within-state	Ethnicity.		When	disaggregated	by	ethnic	population	subgroups,	New	
Mexico	students	follow	the	same	pattern	as	with	the	national	assessments.	

Within-state	Special	Services.		When	student	groups	are	disaggregated	by	special	
services,	we	also	see	these	subgroups	achieving	at	lower	levels	when	compared	to	other	
groups	both	nationally	and	within	the	state.	

Just	the	Facts	
In	this	section	we	highlight	a	limited	number	of	data	points	that	illustrate	the	overall	

essence	of	the	achievement	gap	status	in	New	Mexico	at	various	points	in	time.		Keep	in	
mind	that	not	all	minor	differences	in	test	results	may	be	statistically	significant.	

Almost	all	of	the	data	provided	below	comes	from	two	valuable	resources:	The	state	
education	agency,	that	is	the	New	Mexico	Public	Education	Department	(NMPED/PED),	in	
particular	the	PED	Assessment	&	Accountability	Division	(PED-AAD)	and	the	CEP	(see	for	
example,	CEP	2009a,	2009b).	

The	PED-AAD	provides	a	thorough	and	easily	accessible	disaggregation	of	federally	
required	statewide,	district,	and	school	test	results	(NMPED,	2016a).		Schools	and	other	
stakeholders	can	readily	access	these	data	on	the	PED's	website;	however,	there	have	been	
some	long	delays	in	processing	and	releasing	some	test	results	over	the	last	couple	of	years.	

CEP	is	a	national,	independent	organization	and	an	"advocate	for	public	education	and	
for	more	effective	public	schools."		CEP	has	deconstructed	many	state	and	national	
assessments,	included	for	New	Mexico,	in	order	to	provide	the	public	in	each	state	with	a	
clearer	picture	of	the	status	and	trends	of	their	educational	performance	and	achievement.		
CEP	frequently	analyzes	results	from	statewide	assessments	to	explore	more	complex	
disaggregation	of	multi-year	results	according	to	various	population	subgroups	that	include	
ethnicity,	socio-economic	status,	gender	and	special	services	(including	English-language	
proficiency,	students	with	disabilities,	and/or	504	status).	

In	the	past,	New	Mexico	assessments	used	for	NCLB	accountability	included	the	New	
Mexico	Standards	Based	Assessment	(SBA)	and	the	New	Mexico	Alternate	Performance	
Assessment	(NMAPA).		Previous	to	2005,	New	Mexico	administered	various	versions	of	the	
TerraNova/CTBS	(Comprehensive	Test	of	Basic	Skills)	from	CTB/McGraw-Hill,	which	has	
since	been	refined	and	is	now	owned	by	Data	Recognition	Corporation	(DRC).		Beginning	in	
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2015,	the	state	began	using	the	Partnership	for	Assessment	of	Readiness	for	College	and	
Careers	(PARCC)	Test	that	is	owned	by	Pearson,	a	large	educational	products	corporation.	

Trends	and	Comparisons.		With	the	introduction	of	the	PARCC,	which	uses	a	five-level	
(Level	1	-	Level	5)	system	of	reporting,	finding	equivalence	with	four-level	assessment	
results,	such	as	the	performance	levels	at	NAEP,	may	be	even	more	confusing,	non-
equivalent,	or	ambiguous.		This	is	compounded	by	the	fact	that	New	Mexico	has	changed	its	
assessments	rather	frequently.		For	example,	PED-AAD	(NMPED,	2016a)	released	its	results	
of	SEA	required	assessments	with	this	notice:	

In	2015	new	assessments	were	added	that	preclude	reporting	by	level	or	by	scaled	
score.		These	proficiencies	include	SBA	Spanish	Reading,	SBA	Science,	NCSC	ELA	&	
MATH,	NMAPA	Science,	PARCC	ELA	&	MATH,	DIBELS	Reading.	

	

We	do	not	wish	to	give	the	impression	that	due	to	frequent	assessment	
changes	it	is	too	complicated	or	perhaps	less	meaningful	to	analyze	New	
Mexico	assessment	trends	and	comparisons.		We	simply	have	to	remain	aware	
of	the	patterns	that	come	with	change	and	keep	these	in	mind	when	
investigating	trends.		For	example,	New	Mexico	proficiency	levels	may	clearly	
appear	to	be	much	higher	in	2014,	before	the	PARCC,	than	in	2015	and	2016.		
And	proficiency	levels	in	2016	appear	to	show	slight	gains	from	2015,	
indicating	a	slight	upward	trajectory,	for	the	PARCC	at	least,	over	the	last	year.			

	

Various	disaggregated	results	for	New	Mexico	over	the	past	few	years	are	presented	
below.	

	

Gender	
Reading.	The	same	pattern	described	nationally	generally	holds	true	for	New	Mexico;	

however,	the	statewide	gender	gap	appears	to	be	smaller.	

Figure	10.	New	Mexico	Reading	Proficiency	by	Year	and	Gender.	

	
Note.		New	Mexico	girls	consistently	perform	modestly	better	than	boys	in	all	grades	combined	in	

reading.		Source:	NMPED.	
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Figure	11.		New	Mexico	Mathematics	Proficiency	by	Year	and	Gender.	

	
Note.		New	Mexico	boys	and	girls	consistently	perform	in	all	grades	combined	the	same	in	math.		

There	is	no	significant	difference.		Source:	NMPED.	

	

Figure	12.	New	Mexico	Science	Proficiency	by	Year	and	Gender.	

	
Note.		New	Mexico	boys	consistently	perform	in	all	grades	combined	slightly	higher	than	girls	in	

science.		Source:	NMPED.	
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Figure	13.		New	Mexico	Reading	Proficiency	by	Year	and	Ethnicity.	

	
Note.		When	disaggregated	by	ethnicity,	American	Indians	and	Hispanics	perform	in	all	grades	

combined	the	lowest	in	reading	proficiency.		Source:	NMPED.	

	

Figure	14.	New	Mexico	Mathematics	Proficiency	by	Year	and	Ethnicity.	

	
Note.		When	disaggregated	by	ethnicity,	American	Indians	and	Hispanics	perform	in	all	grades	

combined	the	lowest	in	mathematics	proficiency.		Source:	NMPED.	
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Figure	15.		New	Mexico	Science	Proficiency	by	Year	and	Ethnicity.	

	
Note.		When	disaggregated	by	ethnicity,	American	Indians	and	Hispanics	perform	in	all	grades	

combined	the	lowest	in	science	proficiency.		Source:	NMPED.	
	

Disaggregation	by	Special	Services	
Figure	16.	New	Mexico	Reading	Proficiency	by	Year	and	Special	Services.	

	
Note.		When	disaggregated	by	special	services,	English	Learners	and	Students	With	Disabilities	

perform	in	all	grades	combined	the	lowest	in	reading	proficiency.		Source:	NMPED.	
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Figure	17.	New	Mexico	Mathematics	Proficiency	by	Year	and	Special	Services.	

	
Note.		When	disaggregated	by	special	services,	English	Learners	and	Students	With	Disabilities	

perform	in	all	grades	combined	the	lowest	in	mathematics	proficiency.		Source:	NMPED.	

	

Figure	18.		New	Mexico	Science	Proficiency	by	Year	and	Special	Services.	

	
Note.		When	disaggregated	by	special	services,	English	Learners	and	Students	With	Disabilities	

perform	in	all	grades	combined	the	lowest	in	science	proficiency.		Source:	NMPED.	
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ACHIEVEMENT	GAP	CAUSES	
We	wish	to	operationalize	our	understanding	of	the	term	cause.		Most	of	what	is	often	

referred	to	as	the	cause	of	an	achievement	gap	is	not	a	cause	at	all;	rather,	it	is	most	often	an	
association	or	correlation	of	descriptive	variables	or	multivariate	constructs	or	factors.		For	
example,	an	ethnic	identity	is	not	a	cause	of	an	achievement	gap	any	more	than	is	a	child's	
home	language	or	socio-economic	status	(Teach	for	America,	2011a,	2011b).		We	know,	
however,	that	children	associated	with	these	descriptors	may	experience	greater	
challenges,	but	we	also	know	that	it	is	the	challenges	presented	by	the	situation	that	are	
truly	the	cause.		For	example,	non-English	proficient	children	may	perform	lower	on	
English-based	assessments,	and	the	causes	may	be	because	they	are	not	adequately	
prepared	to	take	the	assessment,	or	because	the	assessment	is	not	in	their	home	language.		
The	causes	may	be	many,	but	the	children	themselves	are	not	the	cause.	

SEGREGATION,	DESEGREGATION,	AND	INTEGRATION	
While	the	700-plus	pages	of	the	Coleman	Report	was	packed	with	detailed	charts	and	

data	tables	and	launched	an	avalanche	of	speculation	as	to	why	black	students	consistently	
scored	lower	than	white	students,	there	has	to	date	been	no	consensus	on	why	the	ethnic	
group	gaps	persist.		For	many,	the	report	gave	substance	to	the	widespread	belief	that	
segregation	between	the	schools,	and	thus	inequities	in	the	quality	of	education,	was	the	
primary	reason,	thereby	influencing	the	national	conversation	and	the	nation's	highest	
courts	as	to	the	value	of	desegregation.	

To	say	that	desegregation	has	not	helped	to	close	the	gaps,	however,	is	to	either	ignore	
the	early	successes	it	had,	particularly	before	the	1990s	(Harris	&	Herrington,	2006)	or	to	
assume	that	it	was	fully	implemented	on	a	sufficient	scale.		For	example,	scholars	from	The	
Century	Foundation	(Potter,	Quick,	&	Davies,	2006)	say	this:	

...	more	than	sixty	years	after	Brown	v.	Board	of	Education,	American	public	schools	
are	still	highly	segregated	by	both	race	and	class.	In	fact,	by	most	measures	of	
integration,	our	public	schools	are	worse	off,	since	they	are	now	even	more	racially	
segregated	than	they	were	in	the	1970s,	and	economic	segregation	in	schools	has	
risen	dramatically	over	the	past	two	decades.	

UNITS	OF	ANALYSIS	
According	to	the	National	Institutes	of	Health,	Human	Genome	Research	Institute	"All	

human	beings	are	99.9	percent	identical	in	their	genetic	makeup"	(NIH,	2016).			That	should	
put	to	rest	any	speculation	that	race	and	ethnicity	contribute	to	the	cause	of	student	
subgroup	differences	in	academic	achievement.	

There	is	also	no	shortage	of	logical	debate	and	speculation	about	other	possible	root	
causes	of	educational	achievement	gaps	between	and	within	disaggregated	subgroups.		
These	include	an	unlimited	multivariate	array	of	personal,	socio-cultural,	economic,	
environmental,	political,	structural	and	systemic	influences.		And,	just	about	everything	that	
happens	in	the	lives	of	children,	both	in	and	out	of	school	—	including	demographics,	school	
processes,	perceptions,	and	student	learning	(Bernhardt,	1998)	—	contribute	to	how	well	
they	do	academically.				

As	an	example	of	a	multivariate	array,	we	can	say	that	a	child	is	influenced	by	the	
various	cultures	of	her	state,	followed	by	the	culture	or	cultures	of	her	community,	her	
neighborhood,	her	school,	her	family	and	friends,	and	her	unique	experiences.		We	can	take	
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this	so	far	that	once	again	we	risk	entering	a	state	of	analysis	paralysis,	or	at	least	a	point	of	
diminishing	returns.	

This	is	not	to	say	that	we	should	ever	let	up	on	how	we	provide	individual	attention	to	
individual	children;	rather,	if	we	wish	to	ever	resolve	inequities	at	the	group	level,	we	may	
need	to	consider	group-level	or	even	systemic	interventions.	

The	big	causes	are	systems-oriented.		Therefore,	we	suggest	that	primary	causes	of	
unequal	academic	achievement	would	be	those	elements	coming	from	the	school	and	social	
systems	themselves	that	affect	the	most	students	within	each	of	their	subgroups.		Other	
causes	and	reasons	may	also	be	valid	and	impactful	as	well,	but	the	bulk	of	our	efforts	
should	be	placed	where	we	have	the	best	chances	of	making	a	major	difference,	or	at	least	a	
significant	difference,	at	the	collective	level.		For	that	to	happen,	we	have	to	accept	as	a	
truism	that	the	system	is	at	fault,	not	the	child	or	her	community.	

The	American	Federation	of	Teachers	(AFT,	2004)	looked	at	a	long	list	of	specific	
challenges	facing	Hispanic/Latino	students.			Most	of	those	items	on	the	list	probably	
pertain	to	all	lower-performing	students,	and	include,	for	example,	the	following:	

• Disproportionate	attendance	at	resource-poor	schools;	
• Lack	of	access	to	fully	qualified	teachers;	
• Lack	of	participation	in	rigorous,	college-preparatory	coursework;	and,	
• Parents	with	low-household	incomes	and	low	levels	of	formal	education.	

Related	to	Ethnicity	
Regarding	student	characteristics,	Renée	Delgado-Riley	(2014),	a	then	Ph.D.	candidate	

of	the	University	of	New	Mexico	(UNM)	addressed	the	issue	of	the	mathematics	
achievement	gap	among	third	and	fifth	grade	White	and	Hispanic	students	in	a	large	urban	
school	district.		Delgado	sought	to	address	the	gap	trends	over	time	and	to	explore	whether	
controlling	for	student	factors	other	than	ethnicity	(e.g.	gender,	free-and-reduced-priced	
lunch,	and	English	proficiency)	could	at	least	partially	explain	disparate	achievement	
results.		Even	when	controlling	for	these	other	variables,	she	found	that	a	significant	
mathematics	achievement	gap	between	Hispanic	and	white	students	remained	overall,	but	
also	that	Hispanic	students	had	a	slower	growth	rate	in	grades	3	to	5,	with	that	gap	
widening	and	therefore	suggesting	that	the	schools	under	study	were	not	on	track	to	close	
the	gap	with	their	white	student	peers.	

Hispanics.		The	academic	achievement	gaps	between	Hispanic/Latino	students,	Asian,	
black,	and	white	students	is	a	well-known	conundrum	that	has	kept	plenty	of	researchers	
busy	for	many	decades.		It	would	almost	be	easier	to	make	an	inventory	of	what	historically	
has	not	worked	to	close	the	gap	than	what	has	been	successful.	

The	term	Hispanics	itself	is	an	umbrella	term	for	many	diverse	populations,	
often	coming	from	many	distinct	cultures,	nationalities,	and	experiences.		
Within	New	Mexico,	most	Hispanics	are	mestizos,	a	diverse	blend	of	
European,	African,	and	American	indigenous	ancestries.		Some	Hispanic	
families	in	New	Mexico	arrived	as	recently	as	the	current	generation	and	
most	others	as	far	back,	on	their	European	side,	to	early	colonial	settlers	
more	than	400	years	ago.		And,	of	course,	their	Hispanic/Indigenous	genetic	
admixture	can	range	from	hundreds	to	thousands	of	years	to	as	recent	as	
current	generations.		
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The	fact	is,	ethnicity	is	not	a	cause	of	low	academic	performance;	plenty	of	Hispanics	

nationwide	achieve	at	greater	levels.		As	a	general	population	group,	however,	the	reasons	
for	the	gap	are	likely	social,	stemming	from	historical	clashes	with	other	peoples	that	has	
left	the	population	with	less	land	and	resources;	less	long-term	economic	stability	and	
security;	less	equity	in	education;	and,	less	supportive	attention	and/or	compensation	for	
historical	discrimination,	in	real	terms	(like	targeted	appropriations	for	economic	recovery	
and	social	investments),	from	the	state	and	federal	systems	as	a	whole.	

Rubén	G.	Rumbaut	(2006),	writing	for	the	National	Research	Council	(US)	Panel	on	
Hispanics	in	the	United	States,	sponsored	by	the	National	Institutes	of	Health,	summarizes	
many	of	the	points	made	above	and	below	by	stating	"the	continuation	of	present	trends	
portends	widening	social	and	economic	inequalities	in	the	Hispanic	population,	segmented	
by	national	origin	and	generation."	

Native	Americans.		The	academic	achievement	gaps	between	Native	American	students	
and	other	students	of	standardized	ethnic	group	descriptions	at	the	state	and	federal	levels	
are	often	large	and	perennially	persistent.	

Demmert,	Grissmer,	and	Towner	(2006),	published	in	the	Journal	of	American	Indian	
Education,	tried	to	make	sense	of	the	Native	American	low	academic	achievement.		They	did	
secondary	analyses	on	national	datasets,	including	the	Early	Childhood	Longitudinal	Study	
of	Kindergarten	Students	(ECLS-K)	and	found	the	following:	

• Native	American	children	entering	kindergarten	performed	about	27	percentile	
points	behind	whites,	12	points	behind	black	students,	and	10	points	behind	
Hispanics	in	reading;	

• Native	American	kindergarten	children	performed	about	27	percentile	points	
behind	whites,	eight	points	behind	black	students,	and	two	points	behind	
Hispanics	in	math;	

The	takeaway	from	this	part	of	their	study	is	that	Native	American	children	do	not	enter	
formal	schooling	at	equitable	levels.		The	authors	also	found,	including	reflecting	on	several	
years	of	research,	that	other	than	test	results,	the	research	on	the	academic	achievement	of	
Native	Americans	is	frequently	below	standard	and	therefore	does	not	yield	a	great	deal	of	
useful	information.	

Commonalities.		A	major	focus	of	this	paper	is	on	the	academic	achievement	gap	facing	
Hispanic	and	Native	American	students.		Although	researchers	often	investigate	the	issue	
for	either	one	of	these	populations	in	isolation,	there	are	commonalities	in	both	their	ethnic	
admixtures	(many	Native	Americans	in	New	Mexico	are	part	Hispanic,	and	vice	versa)	as	
well	as	the	underlying	social,	political,	and	economic	causal	factors	for	low	student	
achievement.			According	to	Demmert	et	al.	(2006):	

...	there	are	a	common	set	of	characteristics	that	can	account	for	low	achievement	
across	both	majority	and	minority	groups.	However,	minority	groups	have	a	higher	
incidence	of	such	characteristics	and	thus	lower	scores	than	the	majority	group.	

In	other	words,	individual	low-achieving	students,	regardless	of	ethnic	group,	may	have	
higher	rates	of	poverty	and	therefore	may	be	more	likely	to	be	adversely	affected	by	a	
greater	number	personal	and	social	risk	factors.		Because	certain	groups	as	a	whole,	such	as	
Hispanics	and	Native	Americans,	are	more	likely	to	experience	higher	rates	poverty,	their	
groups	are	more	likely	to	perform	academically	at	lower	levels.			
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Additionally,	class	status	is	highly	influenced	by	academic	achievement	(Harris	&	
Herrington,	2006),	so	lower-quality	schooling	and	social	class	are	in	fact	reciprocal.	

Socio-Economic	Status	
There	is	a	definite	gap	in	average	test	scores	between	students	from	rich	and	poor	

backgrounds.		As	Potter,	Quick	and	Davies	(2016)	put	it:	
Today,	the	gap	in	average	test	scores	between	rich	and	poor	students	(those	in	the	
ninetieth	and	tenth	percentiles	by	income,	respectively)	is	nearly	twice	the	size	of	the	
gap	between	white	and	black	students.	

Quinn	(2014,	2015),	for	example,	conducted	multivariate	regression	analyses	on	data	
from	the	Early	Childhood	Longitudinal	Study,	Kindergarten	(ECLS-K).		That	analyses	found	
that	while	socio-economic	status	(SES)	explains	much	of	the	gap	in	math	and	reading	
between	black	and	white	children	as	they	enter	kindergarten,	it	does	not	explain	why	the	
achievement	gap	in	those	subjects	continues	to	widen	over	the	school	year.		Quinn	also	used	
an	ECLS-K	assessment	of	executive	functioning	(working	memory)	included	in	the	ECLS-K	
data	but	found	that	the	gap	in	executive	functioning	did	not	widen	over	the	school	year,	
suggesting	that	the	achievement	gaps	widened	due	to	content	and	not	to	student	
capabilities	or	readiness.	

There	obviously	is	a	common	pattern	occurring	between	SES	and	academic	
performance,	and	many	scholars	are	taking	note.		For	example,	Arizona	State	University	
professor,	David	C.	Berliner	(2013)	conducted	an	analysis	of	extant	data	from	the	Program	
for	International	Student	Assessment	(PISA)	and	the	international	Trends	in	Mathematics	
and	Science	Study	(TIMSS)	reports.		He	found	that	test	performance	was	strongly	correlated	
with	inequality	of	income:	the	higher	the	family	income,	the	higher	the	students'	test	scores.		
He	suggests	that	looking	at	resolving	income	inequality	through	improvement	in	national	
economic	policies	may	be	the	most	productive	opportunity	we	have	for	reducing	the	
academic	achievement	gap.		Stanford	University	professor,	Sean	F.	Reardon	(2013)	reports	
finding	similar	patterns	from	NAEP	secondary	data	analysis	and	includes	analyses	that	
suggest	the	SES	gap	is	due	not	just	to	income	but	perhaps	due	more	to	early	childhood	
learning	opportunities.	

What	is	perhaps	enlightening,	however,	is	as	Harris	and	Herrington	(2006)	suggest,	that	
"(t)he	gap	in	achievement	has	shifted	steadily	from	being	an	indicator	of	educational	
inequality	to	being	a	direct	cause	of	socioeconomic	inequality."		They	note	that	previous	to	
the	1990s,	the	achievement	gap	was	smaller:	

The	rise	of	accountability	policies	during	the	early	1990s	coincided	with	an	increase	
in	the	achievement	gap	between	white	and	minority	students,	reversing	decades	of	
steady	improvement	in	outcome	equity.	

Is	it	just	a	coincidence	that	the	achievement	gap	increased	as	a	result	of	accountability	
policies?		Harris	and	Herrington	conducted	an	extensive	review	of	policy	reforms	over	the	
last	50	years,	including	content	and	time	standards	(more	resources	and	instructional	time),	
government-based	accountability	(e.g.	rewards	and	punishments),	and	market-based	
accountability	(e.g.	charters	and	vouchers).		Beginning	in	the	1950s,	due	to	desegregation,	
the	ESEA,	and	the	major	educational	status	report,	A	Nation	at	Risk	(National	Commission	
on	Excellence	in	Education,	1983),	minority	students	gained	more	access	to	resources,	
content,	and	rigorous	curricula	that	previously	were	available	only	to	white	students.		With	
the	shift	to	more	accountability	of	the	1990s,	a	major	focus	of	the	education	system	shifted	
away	from	students'	learning	and	more	onto	the	school	and	teachers'	performance	as	a	
measure	of	accountability	(Harris	and	Herrington,	2006).	
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Many	are	referring	to	inequitable	opportunities	as	the	opportunity	gap	(e.g.	Carter,	
Welner,	&	Ladson-Billings,	2013).		Students	who	lack	critical	resources,	supports	and	the	
opportunities	these	provide,	both	in-school	and	out-of-school,	suffer	from	a	lack	of	
opportunities	which	is	considered	by	some	as	the	primary	cause	of	achievement	gaps.		
Mitigating	the	issue	from	this	standpoint	alone	would	require	a	seismic	shift	in	the	general	
thinking	of	society	and	policymakers,	resulting	in	a	highly	enlightened	and	humanitarian	
economic	and	social	reversal	of	trends.		It	would	be	an	admirable	goal,	but	educators	cannot	
wait	for	societal	changes	to	happen	at	that	level.		However,	there	are	things	that	localities	
can	do	on	their	own,	which	is	for	all	sectors	of	society	to	become	supportive	and	involved	in	
schooling.		A	good	example	of	this	is	the	Harlem	Children's	Zone	project	which	is	further	
detailed	in	the	Promising	Practices	section	that	follows.	

Language	Barriers	
English	Learners.		Students	who	are	learning	English	in	addition	to	their	native	

language(s)	are	conveniently	labeled	as	English	Language	Learners	(ELLs)	or	simply	English	
Learners	(ELs)	in	American	educational	system	nomenclature.			According	to	ED,	ELs	make	
up	almost	10	percent	of	the	student	population	nationwide	(NCES,	2016).	

Many	of	these	students,	as	many	as	one	in	four,	up	to	age	six,	in	the	U.S.,	come	from	
families	where	at	least	one	parent	is	an	immigrant	who	does	not	speak	English	(Herbert,	
2012).		Many	also	simply	come	from	areas	within	the	U.S.,	especially	in	a	diverse	state	like	
New	Mexico,	where	their	populations	have	persevered	for	hundreds	of	years	and	whose	
communities	have	been	intent	on	preserving	their	cultural	heritage	and	ethnic	language	or	
dialect,	but	who	also	remain	enthusiastic	about	their	children	learning	a	second	language.	

The	causes	of	achievement	gaps	among	varying	language	groups	exist	when	the	
students	and	the	school	system	exist	on	separate	planes,	one	speaking	Language	A	and	the	
other	Language	B.		Delgado	(2014)	and	Reardon	and	Galindo	(2009),	for	example,	found	
that	even	when	controlling	for	SES,	there	remains	clear	associations	between	language	
proficiency	and	academic	performance.	

The	Short	List	
There	seems	to	be	an	endless	list	of	what	causes	achievement	gaps	in	general.		However,	

if	we	are	to	accept	the	fact	that	social	characteristics,	like	race	and	SES	are	not	the	cause,	but	
are	strongly	correlated,	then	that	leads	to	an	understanding	that	racism	and	class	biases	
(both	systematic	and	ongoing	personal	and	institutionalized	biases)	are	the	big	underlying	
factors	(Weissglass,	2001).		These	factors	thus	give	way	to	more	specific	causes,	such	as	the	
following	inequities:	school	quality,	school	resources,	families'	social	and	cultural	capital,	
economics,	generational	academic	attainment,	teacher	expectations,	academic	standards	in	
schools,	and	levels	of	community	infrastructure	(Miksic,	2014).		Racism	and	class	bias,	even	
if	distributed	and	implemented	unwittingly,	are	two	big	factors	that	are	able	to	unleash	any	
number	of	residual	causes	of	persistent	gaps.	

THE	CAUSES	OF	ACHIEVEMENT	GAPS	WITHIN	NEW	MEXICO	
We	do	not	know	of	any	major	research	study	or	even	a	credible	opinion	paper	that	

states	that	there	is	no	academic	achievement	gap	within	New	Mexico	or	any	other	state.	
At	the	same	time,	there	is	a	paucity	of	high-quality	empirical	achievement-gap	research	

conducted	in	New	Mexico	that	can	definitively	state	that	our	achievement	gaps	are	due	to	
one	particular	reason	or	another.		For	example,	there	is	an	understandable	tendency	to	
attribute	low	achievement	to	school	funding	and	teacher	shortages,	but	when	considered	in	
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isolation,	New	Mexico	spent	more	in	2013	per	pupil	($9,012)	and	had	lower	teacher-to-
pupil	ratios	than	the	higher-achieving	neighboring	states	of	Arizona,	Colorado,	Oklahoma,	
Texas,	and	Utah	(U.S.	Census	Bureau,	2015;	Ballotpedia,	2016).		These	data	are	not	
presented	to	say	that	schools	cannot	make	good	use	of	more	funds,	they	can,	but	to	make	
note	of	the	fact	that	systemic	factors	are	also	multivariate	and	no	small	combination	of	
factors	are	the	entirety	of	the	problem.		How	money	is	spent	is	perhaps	more	important	that	
the	amount	itself.	

To	try	to	narrow	down	the	causes	of	achievement	gaps	for	practical	purposes,	scientific	
and	non-scientific	research	conducted	within	the	state	of	New	Mexico,	such	as	the	NAEP,	
suggests	that	the	same	causes	that	affect	the	nation	as	a	whole	may	account	for	much	of	why	
the	state	education	system	is	experiencing	inequitable	results	in	academic	achievement.	

The	need	for	further	research.			For	this	subsection,	we	wish	to	emphasize	that	there	
appears	to	be	a	lot	of	good	research	available	on	academic	achievement	strategies	and	
programs	in	New	Mexico,	and	it	would	take	years	to	sum	up	and	synthesize	it	all.		However,	
we	wish	to	emphasize	the	point	again,	that	improving	achievement	and	reducing	
academic	achievement	gaps	are	not	the	same.			

At	the	same	time,	there	is	a	paucity	of	high-quality	research	that	specifically	addresses	
the	issue	of	closing	the	New	Mexico	educational	achievement	gap.		For	example,	

• AS	of	November	2016,	there	were	3,494	citations	in	the	ERIC	digital	library	that	
have	something	to	say	about	"New	Mexico"	(in	quotes).		These	are	mostly	
descriptive	and	research	reports	and	about	20	percent	are	journal	articles.			Most	
others	are	events-related	handouts,	evaluation	reports,	basic	data,	and	opinion	
papers.	

• When	paired	with	"achievement	gap"	(in	quotes),	New	Mexico's	ERIC	entries	in	the	
database	dwindles	to	31.		Of	those,	only	12	are	peer-reviewed.		All	of	those,	except	
for	one,	all	are	reports	by	the	federal	government,	specifically	NCES.	

• The	lone	New	Mexico	entry	submitted	to	ERIC	is	an	article	published	in	the	Journal	
of	School	Counseling	by	David	Olguin	and	Jeanmarie	Keim	(2009)	that	is	elaborated	
below.	

Within	New	Mexico,	the	issues	regarding	achievement	gaps	are	mostly	the	same	as	the	
national	scene,	but	the	education	system,	from	top	to	bottom,	appears	to	have	given	up	the	
good	fight	for	closing	the	achievement	gaps.		No	doubt,	that	is	because	laying	out	a	coherent	
and	practical	process	designed	specifically	to	close	identified	gaps	is	tougher	than	the	well-
intentioned	strategy	of	stimulating	achievement	for	all	students,	which	itself	appears	to	
simply	sustain	the	status	quo	and	do	nothing	about	existing	inequities.	
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PROMISING	PRACTICES	FOR	REDUCING	GAPS	
In	this	section,	we	use	the	term	promising	practices	because	a	term	like	"best	practices"	

assumes	we	have	carried	out	a	robust	comparison	study	of	the	many	practices	being	
promoted	from	endless	agencies,	organizations,	institutions,	and	schools.	

Sifting	for	Rigorous	Research.		One	of	the	easier	ways	to	narrow	down	one's	
exploration	for	more	rigorous	research	in	education,	for	example,	on	the	benefits	of	
bilingual	education,	might	be	to	start	with	a	keyword	search	on	a	Science.gov,	an	
interagency	initiative	of	19	U.S.	government	science	organizations	within	15	Federal	Agencies	
(including	the	US	Departments	of	Education,	Health	and	Human	Services,	and	the	National	
Science	Foundation.		Science.gov,	or	ciencia.science.gov	in	Spanish,	also	provides	a	search	of	
over	60	scientific	databases	and	200	million	pages	of	science	information	with	just	one	query,	
and	is	a	gateway	to	over	2200	scientific	Websites.	

However,	we	ask	the	reader	to	keep	in	mind	that	we	are	certainly	aware	that	there	are	
seemingly	endless	research	and	opinion	papers	on	theories	and	strategies	for	instructional	
methods	to	raise	academic	achievement.		Many	of	these	ideas	are	promising	for	all	students	
and,	in	many	cases,	specific	population	subgroups,	and	we	encourage	all	educators	to	dig	
deep	on	what	they	need	for	their	specific	contexts,	including	by	grades,	subjects,	population	
subgroups,	and	the	individual	characteristics	of	the	students	they	serve.	

And,	the	quest	for	rigorous	research	does	not	diminish	the	value,	brilliance,	or	insight	
gained	from	the	many	opinion	papers	and	analytical	or	alternative	narratives	that	also	
cover	these	topics.		But	in	many	cases	we	are	still	awaiting	more	rigorous	qualitative	and/or	
quantitative	research	to	further	substantiate	these	ideas	so	that	schools	will	have	the	
confidence	on	where	best	to	place	their	bets	for	improving	education	and	for	
simultaneously	narrowing	their	achievement	gaps.	

In	this	modest	white	paper,	we	seek	to	sift	through	the	plethora	and	highlight	some	
brief	results	from	outside	the	state	because	they	are	interesting	and	potentially	practical	to	
New	Mexico	educators	and	policymakers,	and	also	because	they	help	to	establish	some	
fundamental	principals	about	understanding	and	interpreting	academic	achievement	gap	
research.		We	will	then	we	look	at	some	within-state	research,	specifically	on	achievement	
gaps	facing	Latino	and	Native	American	students,	from	which	the	plethora	fades	to	a	
paucity.	

The	research	base	shrinks	considerably	because	raising	academic	achievement	and	
narrowing	gaps	are	not	synonymous.		If	we	could	put	all	of	the	good	ideas	for	closing	
achievement	gaps	in	general	into	a	fishbowl,	we	would	need	a	giant	size	fishbowl.		Few	
would	argue	against	most	of	the	ideas	we	would	find	in	there,	and	many	would	argue	
against	even	thinking	about	removing	some	of	the	practices	and	strategies	currently	in	
existence.		But	even	though	good	ideas	and	good	strategies	may	help	to	raise	achievement,	
in	themselves,	they	rarely	close	or	narrow	achievement	gaps.	

Most	of	the	achievement	gap	research	is	overwhelmingly	descriptive	in	nature,	usually	
displaying	graphs	that	illustrate	proficiency	levels	for	various	subgroups	followed	by	some	
guidance	and	good	ideas	for	raising	achievement	of	the	lower-performing	groups.		Very	few,	
however,	are	prescriptive	and	can	say	definitively	—	with	long-term,	tried	and	true,	
replicable	empirical	proof	—	that	if	we	do	A	(a	short	list	of	strategies),	then	B	(a	clear	
closing	or	narrowing	of	the	gaps)	will	happen.	
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FINDING	AND	SIFTING	THROUGH	PROMISING	PRACTICES	
As	the	national	education	system	was	eager	to	know	more	about	status	of	inequity	in	

education,	and	the	causes	of	the	achievement	gaps,	there	is	also	legislation	designed	to	help	
us	sort	through	the	process	of	finding	solutions.	

Emerging	just	after	NCLB	became	law,	the	Education	Sciences	Reform	Act	of	2002	
(ESRA,	2002)	went	into	effect.			The	purpose	of	ESRA	was	to	create	the	Institute	of	
Education	Sciences	(IES),	a	presumably	independent	and	non-partisan	statistics,	research,	
and	evaluation	wing	at	ED.		ESRA	also	included	provisions	for	the	Institute	of	Education	
Sciences	at	NCES	and	NAEP	(from	where	we	get	most	of	our	national	achievement	gap	
statistics	for	this	paper),	the	continuation	of	the	Education	Resources	Information	Center	
(ERIC),	and	the	What	Works	Clearinghouse	(WWC).		The	purpose	of	the	act	was	to	provide	
scientific	evidence	to	inform	educational	research,	policy,	and	practice.	

ERIC	is	the	major	resource	for	identifying	research	for	this	white	paper	for	two	reasons:	
1)	it	is	an	online	digital	library	of	about	1.5	million	educational	research	publications,	many	
with	full	text	and	immediately-available	public	access,	2)	much	and	possibly	all	of	what	is	
fundamentally	important	about	best	practices	in	closing	achievement	gaps	can	be	found	at	
ERIC	at	no	cost.	

ERIC	is	described	by	Wikipedia	(2016)	as	follows:	
The	mission	of	ERIC	is	to	provide	a	comprehensive,	easy-to-use,	searchable,	Internet-
based	bibliographic	and	full-text	database	of	education	research	and	information	for	
educators,	researchers,	and	the	general	public.	Education	research	and	information	
are	essential	to	improving	teaching,	learning,	and	educational	decision-making.	

The	WWC	quickly	became	a	major	educational	research	review	initiative	to	assess	the	
quality	of	educational	research	in	various	content	areas.		It	not	only	would	assess	research	
findings	and	results,	but	it	would	also	assess	the	quality	of	the	research	itself,	thereby	
disqualifying	much	research	as	inadequate	or	insufficiently	verifiable	to	be	taken	too	
seriously	by	policymakers,	administrators,	educators,	and	all	other	stakeholders.	

The	WWC	has	also	stirred	much	controversy	over	whether	it	considers	only	
experimental	design	research	to	be	"the	gold	standard"	over	other	research	methods.		The	
reason	it	is	important	to	note	here	is	that	there	is	no	shortage	of	educational	interventions	
"based	on	research"	that	are	proposed	to	school	systems.		When	many	of	those	
interventions	are	assessed	by	WWC,	however,	they	often	fall	flat	as	having	"no	discernible	
effects"	or	even	in	some	cases	as	being	"potentially	detrimental."	

NATIONAL	STRATEGIES	
For	some,	desegregation	or	integration	efforts	offer	the	greatest	opportunities	for	

education	systems	nationwide.		As	stated	by	researchers	at	The	Century	Foundation	(Potter,	
Quick,	and	Davies,	2016):	

Students	in	racially	and	socioeconomically	integrated	schools	experience	academic,	
cognitive,	and	social	benefits	that	are	not	available	to	students	in	racially	isolated,	
high-poverty	environments.	A	large	body	of	research	going	back	five	decades	
underscores	the	improved	experiences	that	integrated	schools	provide.	

These	same	researchers	also	reference	other	research,	including	a	review	of	59	
"rigorous	studies"	that	point	out	that	integrated	schools	demonstrate	improved	outcomes	
overall	in	math,	and	other	research	that	shows	that	racially	diverse	schools	promote	critical	
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thinking	skills,	reduced	prejudice,	and	an	array	of	civic	benefits	(like	integrated	
neighborhoods)	that	segregated	schools	do	not	provide.	

They	also	emphasize	this	point:	"As	of	October	2016,	TCF	has	identified	a	total	of	one	
hundred	districts	and	charter	networks	across	the	country	that	now	use	socioeconomic	
status	as	a	factor	in	student	assignment."	

NEW	MEXICO'S	STRATEGIC	HISTORY	
New	Mexico	is	fortunate	to	have	a	rich	and	unique	history	of	human	perseverance	and	

cultural	heritage	and	diversity.		With	this	also	came	a	series	of	unfortunate	clashes	of	
civilizations.		The	time	it	takes	to	work	out	the	difficulties	and	inequities	of	historical	
struggles	has	not	concluded,	and	to	this	day	we	see	these	struggles	continue	in	many	
aspects	of	society,	including	education.	

New	Mexico	is	a	state,	however,	that	has	chosen	to	honor	and	cherish	its	cultural	
diversity,	and	this	mindset	is	often	reflected	in	pronouncements,	strategies,	and	initiatives	
coming	from	policymakers	and	educators	alike.	

In	2010,	New	Mexico	enacted	the	Hispanic	Education	Act	(Section	22-23B-6	NMSA	
1978),	legislation	specifically	designed	to	close	the	academic	achievement	gap	facing	
Hispanics.		The	act	provides,	without	specific	appropriations,	for	a	Hispanic	Education	
Liaison,	a	Hispanic	Education	Advisory	Council,	and	a	Hispanic	Statewide	Status	Report	
(NMPED,	2013,	2015b;	NCLS,	2016).	

New	Mexico	is	also,	as	PED	states,	the	"only	state	to	be	implementing	a	comprehensive	
Indian	Education	Act."		The	Indian	Education	Act	[22-23A-1	to	22-23A-8	et	seq.	NMSA	
1978]	together	with	the	Implementing	the	Indian	Education	Act	[6.35.2.6	NMAC	-	N,	07-30-
15]	(NMPED,	2015c)	includes	many	purposes	and	provisions	for	improving	the	education	of	
Native	American	students.		Some	of	the	purposes	most	relevant	to	closing	the	educational	
achievement	gap	for	Native	American	students	are	stated	as	follows:	

• ensure	equitable	and	culturally	relevant	learning	environments,	educational	
opportunities	and	culturally	relevant	instructional	materials	for	American	Indian	
students	enrolled	in	public	schools;	

• ensure	maintenance	of	native	languages;	
• provide	for	the	study,	development	and	implementation	of	educational	systems	that	

positively	affect	the	educational	success	of	American	Indian	students;	
• ensure	that	parents,	tribal	departments	of	education,	community-based	organizations,	

the	department,	universities,	and	tribal,	state	and	local	policymakers	work	together	to	
find	ways	to	improve	educational	opportunities	for	American	Indian	students;	

• ensure	that	tribes	are	notified	of	all	curricula	development	for	their	approval	and	
support;	and,	

• encourage	and	foster	parental	involvement	in	the	education	of	Indian	students.	
Additionally,	in	2015	the	state	legislature	and	governor	officially	coded	into	law	the	

Bilingualism-Biliteracy	State	Seal	statute	and	rule	[6.32.3.3	NMAC	-	N,	09-15-15]	(NMPED,	
2015a,	2016b).		As	stated	on	page	8	in	the	Guidance	Handbook:	

The	Seal	of	Bilingualism/Biliteracy	is	an	award	given	by	a	school	or	district	in	
recognition	of	students	who	have	studied	and,	by	high	school	graduation,	attained	
proficiency	in	a	language	other	than	English.	The	Seal	of	Bilingualism/Biliteracy	
emblem	appears	on	the	diploma	of	the	graduating	senior	(including	a	notation	on	
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the	student’s	transcript)	and	encourages	students	to	pursue	biliteracy,	honors	the	
skills	students	attain,	and	can	be	evidence	of	skills	that	are	attractive	to	future	
employers	and	college	admissions	offices...	

Like	all	K-12	statewide	education	systems,	New	Mexico	schools	have	also	tried	a	
plethora	of	commonly	acceptable	gap	reduction	strategies	in	recent	years.		These	include:	

• aligning	to	content	and	performance	standards	and	assessments,	
• being	more	responsive	to	students	cultural	and	linguistic	assets	and	needs,	
• focusing	more	attention	of	lower-achieving	students	and	subgroups,	
• focusing	on	teacher	growth,	
• implementing	accountability	systems,	
• increasing	access	to	and	application	of	technology,	
• increasing	parent	involvement,	
• promoting	new	environmental/social	climate	and	leadership	strategies,	
• promoting	new	instructional	and	pedagogical	methods,	
• providing	increased	technical	assistance	to	low-performing	schools,	
• seeking	outside	assistance	and	technical	support,	and	
• using	data	for	improvement.	
	PED	has	itself	acknowledged	achievement	gaps	for	low-income	and	ethnic	minority	

students,	and	has	frequently	reiterated	in	its	annual	reports	its	own	commitment	to	making	
progress	in	(NMPED,	2006,	2010).	

Few	would	argue	with	the	overall	framework	and	details	of	PED's	strategic	plans	and	
initiatives	as	being	good	for	the	state.		For	example,	in	2010	it	articulated	an	educational	
reform	plan	that	included	increased	focus	and	effort	on:	"(1)	Academic	Rigor	and	
Accountability;	(2)	Closing	the	Achievement	Gap;	(3)	School	Readiness;	(4)	Quality	
Teachers;	(5)	Parent	&	Community	Involvement;	(6)	21st	Century	Classrooms;	and	(7)	
College	&	Workforce	Readiness."	

	It	has	also	initiated	a	variety	of	strategies	designed	to	narrow	these	achievement	gaps.		
These	include:	

• Ratcheting	up	public	Pre-K	programs	to	bring	early	learning	opportunities	through	
664	licensed	providers	statewide	to	more	than	1,500	children;	

• Implementing	nutrition	initiatives	and	statewide	elementary	breakfast	programs,	
and	being	recognized	by	the	Food	and	Research	Action	Center	in	2007	as	having	the	
highest	percentage	of	eligible	students	eating	free	and	reduced-price	breakfast	
(NMPED,	2010a).	

• Increasing	the	number	of	school-based	health	centers	to	56	statewide	and	
implementing	physical	education	and	anti-obesity	initiatives.	

Like	all	SEAs,	many	of	the	state's	"strategies"	for	closing	achievement	gaps	are	also	
expressed	as	outcomes.		For	example:	"Ensure	that	all	children	are	ready	for	kindergarten"	
or	"Increase	proficiency	in	English	for	English	Language	Learners."	

And,	like	most	if	not	all	SEAs,	New	Mexico	has	tried	and	implemented	a	long	list	of	
performance	and	achievement	measures	as	both	data	analysis	strategies	and	accountability	
mechanisms.	
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Additionally,	there	are	several	formal	and	informal	collaborations	addressing	the	New	
Mexico	academic	achievement	gap.		These	include	the	New	Mexico	Achievement	Gap	
Research	Alliance,	an	outgrowth	of	SEDL	(formerly	known	as	the	Southwest	Educational	
Development	Laboratory)	that	forms	a	network	of	education	leaders	known	as	Core	
Alliance	Members	to	address	achievement	gaps	and	share	resources	(SEDL,	2016).	

PROMISING	PRACTICES	
Most	educators,	administrators,	researchers,	and	policymakers	would	probably	agree	

with	much	that	is	included	in	this	paper	so	far,	but	also	that	we	need	to	know	what	we	can	
do	that	gives	us	the	best	opportunity	for	success	for	closing	achievement	gaps.		We	can	only	
suggest	that	we	try	to	find	research,	or	even	invent	the	process	from	scratch	if	necessary,	to	
carry	out	what	we	are	calling	the	capable	steps.	
	

We	know	what	we	want	to	know:	iCare,	or	the	capable	steps.			Seek	out	
research	or	a	process	that	includes	the	following...	

1. intentional	(if	we	do	A	then	B	will	happen),	

2. concrete	(do	it	like	this),	

3. affordable	(can	be	implemented	and	completed	on	time),	

4. replicable	(we	can	do	it	again	and	again),	and	

5. empirically-verifiable	(we	can	measure	the	successful	outcomes)	

action	steps	(hereinafter	referred	to	as	iCare,	or	the	capable	steps).	
	

Before	we	list	some	of	the	other	promising	practices	for	closing	achievement	gaps	in	
education,	we	wish	to	provide	a	non-example	to	make	a	point.	

Developmental	Bridge	Programs.		Everyone	knows	that	post-secondary	summer	
bridge	programs	—	that	is,	extra-curricular	but	intensely	academic	and	accelerated	
programs	designed	to	help	students	prepare	for	college	—	are	generally	a	good	thing.		The	
WWC,	however,	reviewed	a	number	of	developmental	summer	bridge	programs	and	found	
that	they	"have	no	discernible	effects	on	academic	achievement,	postsecondary	enrollment,	
and	credit	accumulation	for	postsecondary	students"	(What	Works	Clearinghouse,	2015).	

At	the	same	time,	we	know	that	developmental	bridge	programs	may	be	beneficial	in	
many	ways,	they	may	just	not	be	the	best	option	given	all	considerations	or	required	
outcomes,	such	as	academic	achievement.		For	example,	Olguin	and	Keim	(2009)	conducted	
a	limited	qualitative	study,	using	surveys	and	site	audits,	to	assess	a	post-secondary	career	
transition	plan,	The	New	Mexico	Next	Step	Plan	(NSP),	and	to	help	explain	why	stakeholder	
relationships	may	be	important	to	help	close	achievement	gaps	for	ethnic	youth.			Based	on	
participant	feedback,	they	report	how	the	study	garnered	insights	into	"how	the	school	
counseling	curriculum	can	utilize	stakeholders	in	career	development	activities	to	promote	
students’	academic	success"	(Olguin	&	Keim,	2009).		Their	article	was	published	in	the	
Journal	of	School	Counseling	and	is	the	only	New	Mexico	entry	on	achievement	gaps	that	is	
peer-reviewed	and	appears	(with	'New	Mexico'	and	'achievement	gap'	in	quotes)	in	the	
ERIC	database.	



	
	

29	

What	these	studies	tell	us	is	that	we	can	get	useful	knowledge	and	results	from	well-
designed	interventions;	however,	as	with	the	studies	the	WWC	reviewed,	we	do	not	always	
get	the	intentional	results,	like	academic	achievement	or	gap	reduction,	that	we	hope	for.	

Improving	Achievement	of	Students	of	Color	
According	to	Delgado	(2014),	
Before	achievement	gaps	can	truly	be	addressed,	it	will	be	important	for	researchers	
to	better	understand	the	importance	of	achievement	in	early	childhood,	over	time	
and	how	that	varies	by	ethnicity,	gender,	SES	and	ELL	status.	

	

Charter	Schools	and	Students	from	Low-Income	Neighborhoods.		The	Promise	
Academy	charter	school,	associated	with	the	Harlem	Children's	Zone	(HCZ)	in	New	York	
City's	Harlem	district,	has	garnered	a	lot	of	attention	and	excitement	in	recent	years.		HCZ	
"combines	reform-minded	charter	schools	with	a	web	of	community	services	designed	to	
provide	a	positive	and	supportive	social	environment	outside	of	school."		Because	of	limited	
enrollment	capacity,	the	school	implemented	a	randomized	lottery	system	for	admission	
into	the	school,	which	in	effect	set	up	an	experimental	group	(admitted	students)	and	a	
comparison	group	(students	not	admitted).			A	study	of	student	outcomes,	using	
standardized	statewide	math	and	English	language	arts	(ELA)	tests,	clearly	show	that	
admitted	students	scored	significantly	better	in	sixth,	seventh,	and	eighth	grade	math,	as	
well	as	eighth	grade	ELA	(Dobbie	&	Fryer,	2009).		The	WWC	reviewed	the	study	and	stated	
that	the	"research	described	in	this	report	is	consistent	with	WWC	evidence	standards."	

However,	just	to	make	a	point	about	complexity	in	achievement	gap	research,	further	
research	seemed	to	undermine	those	claims.		The	HCZ,	the	non-profit	organization	that	
directly	supports	the	Promise	Academy,	quickly	gained	national	attention,	including	a	
feature	on	the	CBS	60	Minutes	program	as	well	as	accolades	from	President	Obama	as	a	
strategy	to	combat	urban	poverty.			As	a	result,	the	former	Assistant	Secretary	of	ED	and	the	
first	and	former	IES	Director,	Grover	Whitehurst,	having	then	taken	a	position	with	the	
conservative	Brookings	Institution,	led	a	new	study	of	HCZ-supported	schools	to	see	how	
they	compared	academically	with	other	charter	schools.		What	was	no	doubt	disappointing	
to	many,	his	study	found	that	"achievement	by	students	in	HCZ	schools	is	unexceptional	
relative	to	other	charter	schools"	(Whitehurst	&	Croft,	2010).	

Regardless	of	the	results	found	by	the	Brooking	Institution,	the	momentum	of	the	HCZ	
experience	has	already	spread	and	there	is	now	a	federal	grant	program,	"Promise	
Neighborhoods,"	that	is	based	on	the	HCZ	model	of	schools	and	community	services	
working	together	to	"improve	the	educational	and	developmental	outcomes	of	children	and	
youth	in	our	most	distressed	communities,	and	to	transform	those	communities"	(ED,	
2016b).	

What	the	Whitehurst	and	Croft	study	did	not	take	into	account,	however,	is	what	the	
Harlem	neighborhood	schools	were	like	before	HCZ,	and	what	they	might	be	like	today	if	
they	did	not	have	HCZ	support,	and	that	the	"Promise	Neighborhoods"	model	is	more	
holistic,	long-term,	and	future-oriented.		Egalite	(2016)	puts	it	this	way:	

HCZ	is	a	'pipeline'	model	that	aims	to	transform	an	entire	community	by	targeting	
services	across	many	different	domains.	Therefore,	we	may	have	to	wait	until	a	
cohort	of	students	has	progressed	through	that	pipeline	before	we	can	get	a	full	
picture	of	how	these	comprehensive	services	have	benefited	them.	The	first	cohort	to	
complete	the	entire	HCZ	program	is	expected	to	graduate	from	high	school	in	2020.	
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Hispanic/Latino	Students	
We	find	that	there	are	no	robust	studies,	at	least	that	we	know	of,	that	provide	the	

capable	steps	to	go	about	closing	the	academic	achievement	gap	between	Hispanic	students	
and	other	ethnic	groups,	particularly	in	New	Mexico.			We	would	be	thrilled	to	be	able	to	say	
that	the	solutions	are	easy	and	that	the	good	fight	is	over.	

Instead,	educators	often	find	themselves	at	the	same	crossroads	every	year:	to	go	right	
or	left,	and	settle	on	strategies	designed	to	improve	the	achievement	of	all	students,	hoping	
that	will	close	the	gap;	or	go	the	other	way	and	implement	compensatory	strategies	
designed	to	offer	lower-performing	students	more	separate	time,	attention,	and	resources.	

The	American	Federation	of	Teachers	(AFT,	2004),	an	advocate	for	its	affiliates,	made	
up	of	public	schools,	teachers,	and	institutions	of	higher	education,	takes	a	more	systemic	
approach.		AFT	developed	a	list	of	recommendation	for	itself,	on	what	it	can	do	to	provide	
leadership	for	improving	educational	outcomes	for	Latino	students.		These	include:	

1. Promote	access	to	more	academically	rigorous	coursework	for	Latino	students.	
2. Call	for	the	strengthening	of	dropout	prevention	programs.	
3. Promote	research-based	information	on	effective	instruction	for	linguistically	and	

culturally	diverse	students.	
4. Advocate	for	stronger	professional	development	programs	for	teachers	on	effective	

instruction	for	English	language	learners.	
5. Continue	to	support	federal	and	state	legislation	that	allows	undocumented	

students	to	seek	a	change	in	their	citizenship	status	so	that	they	can	attend	college	
and	seek	employment.	

6. Continue	to	help	resource-poor	schools	improve	and	promote	strategies	that	work,	
including	early	childhood	education	programs.	

7. Promote	adult	education	and	parent	involvement	programs.	
	

Miksic	(2014)	advocates	for	school-	and	community-wide	reforms	that	include:	
• Smaller	class	sizes,	
• Increasing	access	to	charter	and	religious	schools,	
• Increasing	academic	rigor,	
• Government	support	systems	such	as	Head	Start,	
• Community	inclusion	programs	such	as	the	Harlem	Children’s	Zone,	and	
• Programs	that	build	academic	identity	and	social	capital	for	underachieving	youths.	

Native	American	Students	
As	with	Hispanic	students	in	New	Mexico,	we	find	that	there	are	no	robust	studies	that	

provide	for	the	capable	steps	to	go	about	closing	the	gap	between	Native	American	students	
and	other	ethnic	groups.		There	are,	however,	numerous	good	quality	studies,	analytical	
essays,	and	opinion	papers	about	raising	the	academic	achievement	of	Native	Americans,	
and	one	could	extrapolate	the	principles	and	methods	for	implementing	gap	reduction	
strategies.		A	couple	of	key	resources	on	this	topic	include	the	following:	

Mid-continent	Research	for	Education	and	Learning	(McREL,	2003)	reviewed	the	
effectiveness	of	16	studies	of	programs	designed	to	raise	Native	American	student	
achievement	in	English	language	arts	and	mathematics	to	meet	designated	standards.		Their	
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findings	were	mixed	with	some	programs	meeting	grade-level	expectations,	but	overall	they	
could	not	find	a	causal	link	sufficient	to	recommend	that	schools	adopt	these	programs.		At	
the	same	time,	they	found	that	the	more	successful	programs	did	have	common	
characteristics,	that	McREL	suggests	are	promising	practices.		These	include:	1)	to	teach	
indigenous	language	and	literacy	before	learning	to	read	and	write	in	English,	2)	to	focus	on	
reading	comprehension,	collaborative	learning,	and	regular	monitoring	as	students	
progress,	and	3)	to	use	culturally	relevant	instructional	materials,	including	for	
mathematics.	

Christopher	Lohse	(2008),	lead	researcher	for	the	National	Caucus	of	Native	American	
State	Legislators,	conducted	research	and	in-depth	analysis	of	the	achievement	gap	facing	
Native	Americans	in	K-12	schools.		His	report	includes	detailed	analyses	of	the	educational	
status	of	Native	Americans,	including	the	achievement	gaps	of	Native	Americans	compared	
with	other	ethnicities.		He	pairs	the	analyses	with	a	systematic	extraction	of	principles	and	
educational	and	policy	recommendations	for	improving	the	education	of	Native	peoples.			
His	policy	recommendations	include	systemic	improvements	in	the	categorical	areas	of	1)	
staffing	patterns,	2)	course	offerings,	and	3)	parental,	family,	and	community	support.	

The	Obama	Administration	has	also	weighed	in	on	the	subject	with	the	Generation	
Indigenous	or	"Gen	I"	initiative	that	supports	community	projects	and	a	national	network	
for	native	youth	(ICMN	Staff,	2015).		ED	also	announced	in	Fall	2016	"new	resources	aimed	
at	closing	the	achievement	gap	so	that	all	native	students—whether	in	tribal	or	traditional	
public	schools—have	the	opportunity	to	succeed"	(ED,	2016a).		These	include	a	new	round	
of	educational	grant	opportunities	as	well	as	a	Navajo	Nation	Agreement	that	allows	Bureau	
of	Indian	Education	(BIE)	funded	schools	in	New	Mexico,	Arizona,	and	Utah	to	take	greater	
control	of	how	they	implement	federal-funding	requirements,	such	as	standards	and	
assessments.	

There	are	also	living,	breathing	social	and	community	laboratories	where	Native	
American	educators	and	supporters	are	taking	matters	into	their	own	hands	in	a	pursuit	to	
use	education	to	empower	native	communities.		These	include	the	Native	American	
Community	Academy	(NACA),	a	grades	6-12	secondary	charter	school	founded	in	2006	
"designed	to	serve	the	academic,	cultural,	and	wellness	needs	of	Native	American	youth"	
(Krause,	2013).			About	95	percent	of	NACA	students	are	Native	American,	representing	50	
tribes,	which	includes	the	22	native	tribes	within	New	Mexico	as	well	as	others	whose	
families	migrated	here	in	recent	and	distant	years	past.	

NACA's	"core	values,"	designed	to	improve	students’	academic	achievement,	include	
traditional	Native	American	values	such	as	respect,	responsibility,	community/service,	
culture,	perseverance,	and	reflection	(Krause,	2013).		Some	may,	as	do	the	founders	of	
NACA,	insist	that	these	values	are	important	for	the	holistic	wellness	of	their	students,	and	
are	therefore	prerequisites	for	long-term	academic	achievement.		According	to	Krause:	

After	six	years,	students	of	all	ages	clearly	articulate	how	different	school	is	for	them;	
how	they	feel	a	sense	of	pride	when	they	freely	express	their	identity;	how	they	have	
learned	to	respect	all	other	cultures;	and	most	important	of	all,	how	they	see	a	future	
built	on	a	college	education.	Students	express	gratitude	for	being	in	an	education	
setting	that	connects	their	individual	background	and	culture	to	their	academics.	
They	see	where	they	fit	in--an	essential	variable	for	teenagers.	

Improving	the	Education	of	English	Learners	
The	academic	achievement	gaps	between	ELs	and	non-ELs	is	persistent	and	remains	

about	the	same	size	as	the	gap	between	white	and	black	children	(NCES,	2011).		There	is	
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considerable	research,	however,	showing	that	certain	bilingual	models	or	programs	are	
more	effective	than	others	under	certain	conditions	and	other	factors,	including	progress,	
years	in	a	program,	and	grade.		Valentino	and	Reardon	(2015),	for	example,	reviewed	
research	on	various	bilingual	models,	focusing	largely	on	Latino	and	Chinese	students.		In	
their	summary	statements,	they	suggest	that	"for	Latino	students	in	particular,	two-
language	programs	lead	to	better	academic	outcomes	than	English	immersion	programs	in	
the	long-term."		For	the	selected	program	to	be	a	gap	equalizer,	however,	would	require	
more	information	about	whether	it	is	able	to	narrow	the	gaps	between	ELs	and	non-ELs.	

		ELs	and	Early	Childhood	Education.		Because	ELs	by	definition	are	not	fully	fluent	in	
English	when	they	first	enter	a	school	and	therefore	enter	at	a	disadvantage,	in	many	cases,	
the	gap	between	them	and	their	English-fluent	peers	widens	over	the	school	year	and	
continues	grade-by-grade.		A	solution	often	recommended	as	a	remedy	to	inequitable	
starting	points	is	early	childhood	development	and	preparation,	or	preschool	(Herbert,	
2012).		This	is	true	for	both	learning	languages	and	learning	content.	

Bodovski	and	Farkas	(2007)	found,	for	example,	that	students	with	higher	initial	skills	
and	readiness	in	mathematics	show	greater	mathematics	growth	rates	from	kindergarten	to	
grade	3	over	cohorts	with	lower	skills.		Therefore,	if	the	mathematics	gap	is	to	be	reduced,	
the	starting	point	must	be	equalized	and	schools	must	act	to	prepare	students	of	lower	
skills	in	advance.	

A	strong	case	for	dual-language	education.		Many	scholars	in	the	field	of	
bilingual/multicultural	education	in	New	Mexico	are	very	familiar	with	the	work	of	Virginia	
Thomas	and	Wayne	Collier,	long	time	researchers	and	evaluators	in	the	field.		For	more	than	
30	years,	Thomas	and	Collier	have	been	collecting	and	tracking	outcomes	data	on	hundreds	
of	thousands	(now	totaling	millions)	of	EL	students.		Their	many	years	of	published	
findings,	routinely	corroborated	by	other	researchers,	are	summed	up	in	their	latest	books	
Dual	Language	Education	For	A	Transformed	World	(2012)	and	Creating	Dual	Language	
Schools	for	a	Transformed	World:		Administrators	Speak	(2014).	

The	essence	of	the	work	of	Thomas	and	Collier	tells	us	in	the	language	of	educational	
research	what	many	experts,	including	teachers,	in	the	field	have	been	saying	all	along:	that	
it	is	important	to	educate	language	minority	children	in	the	language	in	which	they	
currently	speak,	and	think,	and	dream.		Additionally,	there	is	substantial	research	that	
demonstrates	the	increased,	and	often	amazing,	personal	and	societal	benefits	of	children	
learning	academic	content	in	more	than	one	language,	particularly	in	in	well-structured	
environments.		And,	there	are	strong	claims	that	dual	language	learning	can	reverse	the	
achievement	gap,	not	only	for	ELs,	but	also	for	other	historically	low-performing	groups,	
such	as	African	Americans,	and	students	from	families	of	low	SES	(Groom	&	Hanson,	2013).	

A	quick	warning:	the	list	is	so	long	that	a	simple	browser	search	would	turn	up	at	least	
hundreds	of	thousands	if	not	millions	of	web	pages	elaborating	on	this	point.	

But	implementing	dual-language	education	can	be	more	complicated	than	it	appears.		
Schools	need	well-trained	bilingual	educators,	stakeholder	and	administrative	buy-in,	and	
high-quality	instructional	materials	and	assessments	just	to	get	started.		As	there	is	no	one-
size-fits-all	approach	in	education,	and	there	is	so	much	research	in	so	many	related	areas,	
teachers	are	reminded	to	first	try	to	narrow	their	search	for	what's	practical	for	them	by	
state,	region,	grade,	subject,	and	student	populations.	

Instructional	Methods	
There	is	a	seemingly	endless	list	of	instructional	methods	or	practices	of	teaching,	some	

referred	to	as	pedagogies,	that	have	large	followings,	fans,	and	devotees	among	teachers	
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and	scholars.		These	include,	for	example,	active	or	experiential	learning,	personalization	or	
child-centered	education,	authentic	or	situated	learning	(instruction	in	practical	contexts),	
culturally	and	linguistically	responsive	instruction	(focusing	on	the	child's	language	and	
culture),	constructivist	education	(giving	students	the	opportunity	to	construct	new	or	
personalized	meaning),	service	learning	(adding	social	meaning	to	the	learning	context),	
mastery	learning,	and	many	more.		All	of	the	above	usually	include	some	practices	or	
strategies	that	address	the	emotional,	psychosocial,	and/or	behavior	needs	of	students	as	
well.		Most	colleges	of	education	ensure	that	their	graduates	have	at	least	some	exposure	to	
a	large	repertoire	of	these	to	include	in	their	teaching-learning	toolbox.	

So	why	are	achievement	gaps	in	education	more	often	than	not	remaining	stagnant	or	
even	widening	as	time	progresses?		One	might	argue	that	it	is	because	even	though	schools	
are	often	focusing	on	implementing	recommended	teaching	practices,	most	schools	rarely	
take	actions	that	focus	specifically	on	closing	achievement	gaps	directly,	such	as	ensuring	
that	students	are	prepared	and	tracked	into	more	successful	pathways.			For	example,	the	
NAEP	2009	High	School	Transcript	Study	found	that	only	small	percentages	of	black,	
Hispanic,	and	EL	students,	compared	to	white	and	Asian	students,	had	participated	in	a	
"rigorous	curriculum"	(NCES,	2009).		Unfair	tracking,	lack	of	preparation,	not	creating	
pathways,	and	segregation,	even	unintentionally,	are	likely	to	widen	achievement	and	
opportunity	gaps	rather	them	reverse	them.		It	is	presently	not	known	to	what	extent	most	
public	universities	throughout	the	United	States,	New	Mexico	included,	are	actually	
preparing	teachers	and	administrators	to	conduct	achievement	gap	needs	assessments,	
analysis,	and	strategic	planning.	

Below	are	some	instructional	methods	that	may	serve	as	good	examples	of	the	
complexities	and	possibilities	of	implementing	gap	reduction	strategies	in	the	classroom.	

Dialogic	Reading.		The	aforementioned	Grover	Whitehurst	is	also	known	as	the	key	
developer	of	an	early	childhood	(toddlers	and	Pre-K)	reading	practice	that	can	be	conducted	
by	staff	and	volunteers	in	public	libraries,	or	even	at	home.		It	is	described	as	follows:	

"Dialogic	Reading"	is	an	interactive	shared	picture	book	reading	practice	designed	
to	enhance	young	children's	language	and	literacy	skills.	During	the	shared	reading	
practice,	the	adult	and	the	child	switch	roles	so	that	the	child	learns	to	become	the	
storyteller	with	the	assistance	of	the	adult,	who	functions	as	an	active	listener	and	
questioner	(What	Works	Clearinghouse,	2006).	

A	quick	search	of	"Dialogic	Reading"	(in	quotes)	in	the	ERIC	digital	library	returns	94	
citations,	77	of	which	are	peer-reviewed	studies.		That	is	because	the	reading	practice	was	
experiencing	some	documented	success	since	the	1990s.		A	more	recent	review	by	the	WWC	
(2006)	of	six	studies	involving	the	practice	found	it	to	have	"positive	effects	for	oral	
language,	potentially	positive	effects	for	print	knowledge,	no	discernible	effects	for	
phonological	processing,	and	potentially	positive	effects	for	early	reading/writing."		It	
follows,	therefore,	that	many	other	academics	and	other	researchers	have	either	tried	to	
replicate	some	of	the	strategy's	purported	success,	or	to	test	it	in	variations	with	other	
population	subgroups	and	different	environments.		Today,	Dialogic	Reading	as	a	practice	is	
free	to	the	public	and	does	not	come	from	a	single	proprietary	materials	developer	or	
vendor.			For	it	to	be	adopted	by	a	teacher,	PLC,	school,	district,	or	even	the	state,	it	would	
make	sense	for	the	end-users	to	further	refine	their	search	in	order	assess	the	value	of	this	
strategy	for	a	specific	context.	

Personalized	writing.		In	a	well-designed	study	that	met	with	the	approval	of	the	
WWC,	Cohen	et	al.	(2009)	tried	a	novel	strategy	that	they	anticipated	would	improve	the	
academic	achievement	of	middle-school	African-American	students	and	reduce	the	gap	with	



	
	

34	

white	students.		The	study	had	African-American	students	write	essays	about	their	personal	
values	(i.e.	people	and	experiences	personally	important	to	themselves),	while	white	
students,	the	comparison	group,	wrote	about	neutral	subjects.		The	result	was	that	the	
experimental	group	gained	ground	and	narrowed	the	gap	on	their	grade	point	averages	in	
math,	science,	social	studies,	and	English.	

No	doubt	many	of	our	teachers	would	question	whether	it	is	fair	and	makes	sense	to	
give	one	population	an	instructional	strategy	that	we	know	has	promise,	and	to	withhold	it	
from	another	population.		The	follow-up	question,	that	we	would	have	to	ask	ourselves,	may	
be	whether	providing	this	strategy	for	all	student	populations	empowers	those	who	are	
persistently	less	engaged	in	school,	possibly	due	to	lack	of	cultural	relevance,	to	gain	some	
ground	and	reduce	the	gap.			The	answer	would	have	to	come	from	in-school	measurement	
and	evaluation,	and	possibly	at	the	grade,	subject,	and	classroom	levels.	

In-School	Action	Research	
The	issue	of	what	educators	on	the	ground	can	do	to	effect	positive	results	in	student	

achievement	is	an	open	question,	which	is	compounded	by	the	need	to	focus	on	closing	the	
achievement	gap.	

Phyllis	S.	Martinez	(2013),	a	doctoral	graduate	of	UNM,	conducted	a	phenomenological	
study	where	she	investigated	the	experience	and	perspectives	of	persons	involved	in	the	
practices	of	bilingual	education.		She	conducted	small	group	and	individual	interviews	with	
both	recent	immigrant	and	native	New	Mexico	Hispanic	high	school	students	(N=16)	and	
their	parents	(N=4)	as	well	as	current	and	recent	school	staff	personnel	(N=9).			Although	
her	findings	are	many,	she	includes	this	interpretation	of	results:	

This	research	uses	the	words	of	students,	teachers,	and	parents	to	begin	that	process.	
Findings	from	data	collected	through	interviews	with	insider	perspectives,	has	
produced	concepts	and	themes	that	connect	to	the	research	questions,	seeking	
answers	about	the	effectiveness	of	bilingual	education.	Concepts	and	themes	were	
specific	to	the	question:	What	do	participants	identify	as	what	worked	and	what	did	
not	work;	what	was	helpful	to	their	learning	and	what	was	not;	all	for	the	process	of	
language	acquisition,	academic	achievement,	and	overall	student	success.	Their	
observations	offer	understanding	and	insights	in	relation	to	currently	implemented	
bilingual	education	programs.	

Gathering	and	interpreting	the	perspectives	of	local	participants,	Martinez	found	many	
surprises.		For	example,	students	informed	her	that	the	"biggest	obstacle	in	language	
instruction	according	to	most	students	in	this	study,	(was)	the	small	amount	of	time	spent	
in	classrooms	where	students	were	required	to	speak	the	language."		She	also	found	that	
perspectives	of	the	two	Hispanic	groups,	recent	immigrant	and	long-term	native	New	
Mexicans	were	different	at	the	school	she	studied.			She	sums	up	that	particular	finding	this	
way:	"The	days	of	a	'one	size	fits	all'	program	that	can	address	the	needs	of	all	students,	is	
over."		Although	this	study's	methods	and	findings	are	not	necessarily	generalizable	to	all	
bilingual	schools,	it	is	indicative	of	how	useful	and	straightforward	it	is	to	explore	the	
perspectives	of	the	people	in	one's	own	environment	and	not	simply	to	look	past	our	selves	
and	exclusively	toward	the	guidance	from	above.		We	should	possibly	do	both,	depending	
on	relevance	and	the	particulars.	

For	educators	on-site	to	move	toward	becoming	the	experts	of	student	achievement	and	
narrowing	gaps	in	their	schools	and	classrooms,	they	need	to	at	least	conduct	a	traditional	
analysis,	design,	development,	implementation,	and	evaluation	(ADDIE)	process	(Morrison,	
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2010).		What	is	often	given	inadequate	attention	in	the	ADDIE	process	are	the	two	most	
important	phases:	development	and	implementation	of	activities.		We	must	be	careful,	
however,	not	to	let	analysis,	where	we	often	get	into	the	weeds,	to	overcome	the	process;	we	
need	to	rapidly	implement	the	work.		Instructional	designers	often	refer	to	this	as	rapid	
prototyping	(start	doing	the	work	or	developing	the	products	and	refine	and	adjust	as	one	
goes	along).	
	

In	and	out	of	school	research	it	is	not	an	either-or	proposition.		In-school	
action	research	and	external	research	and	guidance	need	to	work	together.		
Practitioners	should	not	get	bogged	down	with	the	tedious	and	often	time-
consuming	task	of	reviewing,	simplifying,	and	synthesizing	research	on	
esoteric	topics	because	in	most	cases	that	is	the	responsibility	of	someone,	
paid	by	our	tax	dollars,	to	have	already	done	it	for	us.		Practitioners	can	
simply	review,	deconstruct,	and/or	adapt	the	higher-level	syntheses	and	
guidance	that	summarizes	what	is	known.		The	bulk	of	their	time	might	be	
better	spent	in	the	real-life	laboratory	that	awaits	them.	

Some	variations	of	ADDIE	include	PADDIE+M,	where	P	stands	for	planning	and	M	stands	
for	maintenance.		According	to	Wikipedia	(see	ADDIE),	the	PADDIE+M	"model	is	gaining	
acceptance	in	the	United	States	government	as	a	more	complete	model	of	ADDIE."	Old	
school	instructional	designers	would	probably	argue	that	planning	is	part	of	design,	and	
maintenance	or	sustainability	is	simply	sustaining	the	process	if	it	works.	

Needs	Assessments.		There	is	an	abundance	of	guidance	available	for	each	phase	of	
ADDIE,	but	a	critical	one	for	closing	achievement	gaps	is	analysis,	or	more	appropriately	in	
education,	conducting	a	needs	assessment.			Rossett	(1987),	for	example,	sees	the	needs	
assessment	process	as	an	inquiry	into	the	gap	between	actuals	and	optimals,	where	actuals	
represent	the	current	status,	such	as	the	size	of	an	achievement	gap,	and	optimals	
represents	the	desired	status,	which	can	be	no	gap	at	all,	or	over	time	a	target	reduction	in	
the	gap,	like	a	narrowing	of	10	points	each	year.		This	would	solve	a	much	needed	re-focus	
on	how	we	most	often	address	achievement	gaps,	because	we	would	be	focused	on	the	gap	
itself,	and	not	just	on	raising	achievement	of	all	students,	which,	even	if	successful,	would	in	
most	cases	mean	that	the	gap	remains,	just	at	a	higher	level.		A	perpetual	cycle	of	inequity.	

A	quick	search	of	"needs	assessments"	(in	quotes)	on	ERIC	yields	18,4776	citations.		
Paired	with	"achievement	gap"	(also	in	quotes)	it	yields	29	citations.		If	a	school	wishes	to	
conduct	a	needs	assessment	of	its	achievement	gaps,	it	does	not	make	sense	that	all	persons	
assisting	in	the	task	read	all	of	these	citations	or	have	the	same	knowledge	and	expertise.		
Rather,	bilingual	teachers	could	choose	to	focus	on	the	citation	Dual	Language	Learners	in	
the	Early	Years:	Getting	Ready	to	Succeed	in	School	(Ballantyne,	Sanderman,	and	McLaughlin,	
2008),	distributed	by	the	National	Clearinghouse	for	English	Language	Acquisition	(NCELA).		
This	publication	lays	out	a	great	many	gaps	and	needs	facing	dual-language	learners	and	
may	simplify	at	least	part	of	the	ADDIE	process	for	serving	this	population	subgroup.	

There	are	many	free,	online	accessible	research	summaries	available	for	all	content	
areas	and	issues	and	they	may	all	be	good	primers	for	getting	started.		However,	we	are	also	
aware	that	external	research,	guidance,	and	requirements	alone	have	not	narrowed	the	
achievement	gaps	to	optimal	or	even	acceptable	levels.		Acknowledging	that	fact	can	open	
the	door	to	see	if	experts	in	the	schools	themselves	can	find	their	own	solutions.		The	most	
promising	strategy	may	be	action	research,	which	usually	follows	some	semblance	of	the	
ADDIE	method,	and	is	defined	in	Wikipedia	as	follows:	
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Action	research	is	either	research	initiated	to	solve	an	immediate	problem	or	a	
reflective	process	of	progressive	problem	solving	led	by	individuals	working	with	
others	in	teams	or	as	part	of	a	"community	of	practice"	to	improve	the	way	they	
address	issues	and	solve	problems.	

	Imagine	that.		Practitioners	engaged	in	the	tasks	and	developing	the	expertise	to	be	an	
integral	authority	in	their	own	personal	growth,	as	well	as	collaborating	with	colleagues	in	
the	analysis,	design,	development,	implementation,	and	evaluation	of	on-site	achievement	gap	
solutions.	

These	final	two	bits	of	advice	pertain	to	rapid	prototyping	and	layers	of	necessity.	
• Bit	one	is	rapid	prototyping:	get	started	on	the	solution	now,	even	though	the	

analysis	phase	is	still	in	existence.		Start	all	of	the	ADDIE	processes	
simultaneously	if	it	seems	practical	and	worthwhile.			For	example,	start	using	
your	new	mathematics	strategy	and	let	the	experience	inform	your	analysis	and	
development	phases	as	well.	

• Bit	two	is	to	implement	your	ADDIE	in	practical	ways.		For	example,	Tessmer	
and	Wedman	(1990)	developed	the	Layers	of	Necessity	Model	as	a	way	to	
streamline	the	instructional	design	and	development	process.		The	principles	of	
the	model,	however,	are	transferrable	to	the	present	context	of	conducting	an	
ADDIE	to	narrow	achievement	gaps.		These	include	doing	what	is	practical	and	
necessary	and	not	doing	what	is	unnecessary	or	unrealistically	complex	or	
meticulous.		Overcomplicating	can	be	counter-productive.		In	the	present	
context,	avoid	getting	caught	up	in	a	full-blown	needs	assessment	if	it	takes	too	
much	time	away	from	the	teaching	and	learning	process.		Scale	down	each	of	the	
ADDIE	phases	to	what	is	practical	and	necessary	to	address	the	issue,	and	
consider	using	external	consultants	or	facilitators	to	help	move	things	along	as	
quickly	as	possible.	

SUMMARY	
Because	of	the	multivariate	nature	of	the	causes	of	achievement	gaps	in	education,	we	

are	finding	that	that	there	is	no	one-size-fits-all	approach	that	we	can	all	agree	on	that	
would	solve	the	equity	issues	across	our	many	districts	and	schools.	

The	Educational	Opportunity	Monitoring	Project	at	Stanford	University,	for	example,	
focuses	on	two	dimensions	of	educational	equity:	1)	patterns	of	educational	opportunity	
and	2)	experiences	and	patterns	of	educational	progress	and	outcomes	(CEPA,	2016).			
These	include:	

1. Key	features	of	educational	opportunity	and	experiences:	e.g.	skilled	
teachers,	high	quality	educational	environments,	and	challenging	curricula.	

2. Key	indicators	of	educational	progress	and	outcomes:	e.g.	exposure	or	
access	to	early	childhood	development,	supports	for	social,	emotional,	and	
behavioral	development,	and	as	well	as	graduation	rates	and	paying	particular	
attention	to	these	outcomes	related	to	race/ethnicity,	family	SES,	and	gender.	

To	complicate	matters,	researchers	are	making	the	point	that	closing	the	achievement	
gap	is	not	an	end	to	itself	and	many	schools	that	narrow	their	gaps	are	not	necessarily	high	
performing	or	even	making	Adequate	Yearly	Progress	(Ratcliff,	Costner,	Carroll,	Jones,	
Sheehan,	&	Hunt,	2016;	Anderson,	Medrich,	&	Fowler,	2007).	
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The	sum	of	this	analysis	suggests	that	the	solutions	we	seek	for	closing	achievement	
gaps	and	raising	educational	achievement	in	New	Mexico	will	not	necessarily	be	found	
externally,	at	least	not	exclusively.		Therefore,	we	must	consider	looking	internally	to	
increase	relevant	training	and	supports	for	the	stream	of	future	leaders	and	potential	
experts	we	place	into	education,	including	IHE	teacher	preparation	faculty,	administrative	
staff	at	the	school	and	district	levels,	and	especially	well-trained	teachers	and	specialists.		In	
order	for	all	of	us	to	be	effective	in	our	respective	roles	for	closing	achievement	gaps,	and	
thereby	improving	the	academic	performance	of	all	children,	especially	those	struggling	to	
catch	up,	we	need	to	be	active	researchers,	analysts,	strategists,	and	evaluators	(i,e.	experts)	
in	our	specific	context,	which	includes	the	classroom	level.	
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APPENDIX	A:	LEGISLATIVE	HISTORY	
This	appendix	provides	a	brief	history	of	federal	legislation	designed	to	address	

inequity	in	American	education.			We	believe	that	it	is	important	to	have	at	least	a	general	
understanding	of	the	history	in	order	to	know	why	all	education	systems	are	required	to	
address	the	issue.	

Civil	Rights	Act	of	1964.		With	the	Civil	Rights	Act	of	1964,	the	Commissioner	of	the	
Office	of	Education	was	charged	with	producing	a	report,	later	to	be	known	as	the	Equality	
of	Educational	Opportunity	report,	or	"Coleman	Report"	(Coleman	et	al,	1966),	to	address	
the	problem	"concerning	the	lack	of	availability	of	equal	educational	opportunities	for	
individuals	by	reason	of	race,	color,	religion,	or	national	origin	in	public	educational	
institutions	at	all	levels	in	the	United	States,	its	territories	and	possessions,	and	the	District	
of	Columbia."	

The	Coleman	Report.		After	assessing	a	sample	of	4,000	schools,	including	600,000	
students	nationwide,	the	Equality	of	Educational	Opportunity	report,	or	"Coleman	Report"	
(Coleman	et	al,	1966)	as	it	came	to	be	called,	provided	a	myriad	of	controversial	findings	
that	are	still	debated	to	this	day	(Hanushek,	2016).		What	is	fundamental	to	assessing	gaps	
in	educational	achievement,	however,	is	that	the	report	provided	a	stark	picture	of	
achievement	gaps,	as	well	as	a	baseline,	that	enables	us	to	see	whether	progress	has	since	
been	made,	or	not.	

The	Elementary	and	Secondary	Education	Act	(ESEA).		In	the	intervening	years	
between	1964	and	the	end	of	the	century,	combined	with	various	intertwining	pieces	of	
legislation,	including	iterations	of	the	ESEA	(1965),	both	before	and	after	the	Office	of	
Education/U.S.	Department	of	Education	(ED)	was	elevated	to	a	cabinet-level	position	in	
1979,	came	a	greater	focus	on	conducting	national	academic	assessments	on	a	regular	basis,	
and	disaggregating	the	data	by	population	subgroups.	

National	Assessment	of	Academic	Progress	(NAEP).		In	the	years	that	followed,	ED	
began	implementing	the	NAEP,	the	largest	national	assessment	of	what	students	in	grades	
4,	8,	and	12	know	and	can	do	in	a	variety	of	subjects,	most	notably	mathematics,	reading,	
writing,	and	science.		Grades	4	and	8	are	assessed	in	math	and	reading	every	two	years,	with	
other	subjects	on	a	staggered	schedule	by	subject,	grade	and	age.		We	reference	NAEP	often	
in	this	paper	because	it	provides	the	most	reliable	and	stable	trend	data	for	student	
performance	disaggregated	by	state,	ethnicity,	gender,	language	status,	and	other	variables.	

No	Child	Left	Behind	Act	of	2001	(NCLB).		In	this	century,	early	in	the	first	term	of	
President	George	W.	Bush,	we	saw	a	greater	focus	on	student	testing	and	on	achievement	
gaps	emerge	with	NCLB,	another	reauthorization	and	iteration	of	ESEA.		NCLB	required	that	
states	themselves	also	assess	their	achievement	gaps	by	disaggregated	groupings	and	levels	
of	"proficiency"	and	that	student	progress	be	assessed	to	close	those	gaps	over	time.			

Still,	the	rule	for	making	Adequate	Yearly	Progress	(AYP)	is	defined	by	states	and	
usually	means	that	the	goal	is	continuous	growth	in	students'	achievement	across	
subgroups,	rather	than	closing	gaps,	especially	in	reading	and	mathematics.	(Anderson,	
Medrich,	&	Fowler,	2007).	

At	first,	NCLB	mandated	100	percent	academic	proficiency	targets	for	all	students,	an	
obviously	unrealistic	pursuit	for	the	times.		Despite	being	granted	a	waiver	in	2012	on	
several	other	NCLB	standards,	the	state	education	agency	in	New	Mexico	(SEA,	Public	
Education	Department,	NMPED,	PED)	held	itself	to	the	100	percent	proficiency	target	in	
principal	(McNeil,	2012a,	2012b).		It	was	perhaps	symbolic	of	its	core	belief	that	all	
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students,	regardless	of	subgroupings	like	ethnicity	and	language	status,	shall	meet	academic	
proficiency	standards.		While	its	goals	and	objectives	may	therefore	be	commendable	in	
principle,	the	state's	actual	achievement	outcomes	remain	less	than	optimal.	

Every	Student	Succeeds	Act	of	2015	(ESSA).		More	recently,	late	in	the	second	term	of	
President	Barack	Obama,	another	iteration	of	the	ESEA	was	signed	and	enacted	into	law:	
the	ESSA	(2015).		Under	ESSA,	states	are	required	to	set	goals	that	close	achievement	gaps	
and	graduation	rates	among	student	groups	considered	to	be	most	at	risk	of	achieving	
further	behind	their	higher-performing	peers	(Education	Week,	2015).		Testing	remains	a	
requirement,	but	state	and	local	education	agencies	are	now	allowed	more	flexibility	on	
how	testing	is	used	(Peterson,	2016).	

	
	


