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N.M.'s Ranking for Kids' Well-Being Drops 

By Katie Burford 

Journal Staff Writer 

    New Mexico lost ground this year in a national ranking of child well-being, placing it two spots 

from the bottom.  

    The state slipped from 46th to 48th, according to the annual Kids Count report released today by 

the Annie E. Casey Foundation.  

    "When you're already down that low, little movements don't really matter," said Kelly O'Donnell, 

research director for New Mexico Voices for Children, an Albuquerque-based child advocacy 

group.  

    She said the state's poor performance on indicators of well-being is linked to its high rate of child 

poverty.  

    Twenty-six percent of the state's children live in poverty. The state ranks last in the nation on this 

indicator and on the percent of children living in families where no parent has full-time, year-round 

employment.  

    Lt. Gov. Diane Denish agrees that poverty is the culprit.  

    "We know a lot of these issues revolve around people's economic status," she said.  

    The report estimates that 30,000 youths ages 18-24 in the state aren't in school, aren't working 

and have no degree beyond high school.  

    The median income of families with children is $37,800 in New Mexico compared with $51,000 

nationally.  

    Denish said the administration is attempting to address this by bringing high-wage jobs to the 

state.  

    Some of the indicators of well-being used in the report include infant mortality rate, child death 

rate, teen birth rate, percent of teens who are high school dropouts and percent of children in 

poverty.  

    Compared with the 2003 rankings, the state's rank dropped in eight of ten indicators. However, 

when compared with itself, the state does show improvement. From 1996 to 2001, New Mexico has 

progressed on all but three indicators: percent low-birth weight babies, infant mortality rate and the 

percent of families with children headed by a single parent. The greatest improvement was in the 

rate of teen deaths by accident, homicide and suicide. The death rate per 100,000 teens ages 15-19 

dropped from 92 to 59. The next most improved indicator is the child death rate, which went from 

33 to 25 deaths per 100,00 children ages 1-14.  

    The 2004 rankings are based on 2001 data, except for poverty, which is based on 2000 figures.  

    Denish said the lag time required to compile the data means that it doesn't reflect the policies of 

the current administration.  

    "It will be a year or two before we see the data that relates to the years of our administration," she 



said.  

    She said since Gov. Bill Richardson was elected, the Children's Cabinet has been created to 

improve collaboration among state agencies that deal with children and families. Universal full-day 

kindergarten was being made available to the state's children. In the future, Denish said the 

administration would like to see universal, voluntary pre-kindergarten.  

    Mississippi placed last in the overall ranking, with Louisiana next to last. The top state is 

Minnesota.  

    In New Mexico, 16 percent of children have no health insurance, compared to 12 percent without 

insurance nationally, according to the report.  

    O'Donnell said this could easily be improved.  

    "Most of kids that don't have health insurance in the state are eligible for Medicaid," she said.  

    But Medicaid is undergoing budget cuts and could suffer more in the future, she said.  

    She said the state needs to make major changes before the indicators of child well-being will 

improve.  

    "I would suspect that given the data history, that things right now are probably pretty similar to 

where they were," she said.  

    How N.M. ranks:  

    New Mexico's rank among 50 states on some indicators of child well-being  

    Indicator / 2003 / 2004  

    Children living in poverty 48 50  

    Children with unemployed parents 45 50  

    Children in single- parent homes 48 49  

    Teen birth rate 47 48  

    High schooldropouts 35 43  

    -- Source: 2004 Kids Count databook  
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