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New Mexico fell to 50th in child well-being in the 2013 
national KIDS COUNT Data Book. The state has never ranked above 40th in 
the annual Data Book. 

We have real problems—we need real solutions.

The NM KIDS are COUNTing on Us© Policy Agenda is based on the four domains 
and 16 indicators used in the KIDS COUNT Data Book. The domains are: 

Economic Well-Being

Education

Health

Family and Community

While the problem is complex, a comprehensive and focused set of strate-
gies can give New Mexico’s children hope and the opportunity to fulfill their 
potential. While this policy agenda does not address every aspect of child 
well-being, it can serve as a framework for a broader approach.

This policy agenda is a call to action.

NM KIDS are COUNTing on Us!
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• Enact tougher restrictions on predatory 
lenders: payday, car title, rent-to-own, and 
tax refund lenders.

How this helps children
• Predatory lenders target the low-income and can quickly 

trap them in an endless cycle of increasing debt. 

• Increase funding for LIHEAP (Low Income 
Energy Assistance Program).

How this helps children
• Children become stressed when families lose electricity 

or gas service because they can’t pay their bills. This 
stress can impact everything from a child’s health to 
their ability to do homework.

• Protect funding for SNAP (Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program; aka food 
stamps). 

How this helps children
• 42% of NM children rely on SNAP benefits.6 Hunger im-

pacts a child’s brain development, healthy growth, and 
ability to perform well in school.

• Like all income supports, SNAP benefits supplement a 
family’s budget, which may free up money for other 
necessities like diapers, gasoline, and utilities. 

= children at or below poverty level (31%)

= low-income children (25%)

= children above low-income (43%)

Indicator: Children in Poverty

Extent of problem: 31% of New Mexico children (157,000 children) live at the poverty level. That’s an annual income of 
less than $23,550 for a family of four. Even families earning up to twice the poverty level are considered low-income.

How this is bad for children
• Poverty impacts children in many ways, and the younger 

the child, the more detrimental the impact. The single 
best predictor of a child’s success rate at school is their 
family’s economic level.

• Children in poverty are more likely to suffer from adverse 
childhood experiences—food insecurity, homelessness, 
parents with untreated addictions and mental illnesses, 
etc. These kinds of trauma produce toxic levels of stress 
and inhibit brain development. 

• Poverty can lead to food insecurity. 31% of NM children 
are food-insecure. This is the highest rate in the nation.1 

• Since children are dependent on their parents for their 
economic security, child poverty cannot be wiped out 
without addressing the economic security of working 
families.

KIDS COUNT Domain: Economic Well-Being

Policy Solutions

More than half of 
New Mexico children 
live in families that 
struggle to provide 

the basics.

• Raise the statewide minimum wage, index 
it to rise with inflation, and raise the tipped 
wage to 60% of the minimum. 

How this helps children
• Raising the minimum wage would help nearly 20% of 

New Mexico children by increasing the income of at least 
one parent.2

• While New Mexico has a higher minimum wage than the 
federal minimum, it has lost 10% of its purchasing power 
since was last raised in 2009.3

• Increase in the Working Families Tax Credit 
(WFTC) and the Low Income Comprehensive 
Tax Rebate (LICTR), and enact a more 
progressive income tax so the rich pay their 
fair share.

How this helps children
• Refundable tax credits like the WFTC reward work and 

help make New Mexico’s tax system more fair. In 2010, 
26% of New Mexico tax returns claimed the WFTC.4 

• Even so, New Mexico’s state and local tax systems hit 
those with the lowest incomes the hardest. A New Mexi-
can with an income less than $17,000 pays more than 
10% of their income in state and local taxes—even when 
they receive the WFTC—while someone with an income 
over $323,000 pays less than 5% in those same taxes.5 
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Extent of problem: 37% of New Mexico children (192,000) have parents who lack full-time, year-round employment.

• Enact real economic development initiatives; 
require accountability measures for tax breaks 
that are intended to create jobs.

How this helps children
• Over the last dozen years, billions of dollars—in the form 

of tax breaks—have been handed out in an attempt 
to draw jobs to the state. Not only have these tax cuts 
failed to create jobs, they required few, if any, account-
ability measures. Without benchmarks or accountability 
measures, these tax cuts are simply a gift to business 
interests at the expense of working families because 
they reduce the amount of revenue that the state has to 
invest in our children. 

• Our children’s well-being is dependent on their parent’s 
well-being, which is dependent on the state’s economic 
situation. New Mexico has an over abundance of low-
paying jobs. Greater investments in worker training and 
adult education would help lure more high-paying jobs 
here.

Indicator: Children Whose Parents Lack Secure Employment

How this is bad for children
• Parents lack secure employment for a number of rea-

sons, but most often it is because they lack the educa-
tion or work skills needed to get stable jobs in growing 
industries. Without education and skills, they may also 
get stuck in part-time jobs. 

• Parents who lack secure employment are also unlikely 
to receive benefits such as employer-sponsored health 
insurance and paid sick leave. This places additional 
stresses on parents and children. 

• Parents must have safe, reliable child care in order to 
work. High-quality child care costs more than tuition at 
New Mexico’s universities, so too many parents must 
settle for low-quality care where their children are less 
likely to get the preparation they need for success in 
school.

Policy Solutions

• Protect unemployment insurance (UI) and 
reinstate benefits for child dependents.

How this helps children
• UI benefits help tide victims of a downturn over until 

they can find work. These payments also boost the local 
economy.

• Prior to the recession, New Mexico UI recipients received 
a small additional benefit for each dependent child. That 
child benefit was cut in 2011, even though New Mexico 
was lagging the nation in recovery.

• Restore eligibility for child care assistance to 
twice the poverty level.

How this helps children
• Because of budget cuts, eligibility for child care assis-

tance is down to 125% of the poverty level. As a result, 
some 5,000 children are on the waiting list.7

• Fewer families these days have the luxury of a stay-at-
home parent. But high-quality child care is more expen-
sive than tuition at New Mexico’s universities, and few 
working families can afford such care without assistance.

KIDS COUNT Domain: Economic Well-Being
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Policy Solutions

Extent of problem: 36% of New Mexico children live in households that spend 30% or more of their income on housing.

How this is bad for children
• Ranking 23rd in the nation, this is one category where New Mexico does relatively well. However, this indicator does not 

measure housing quality, and substandard housing can pose serious health hazards to children.

• Increase funding for IDAs (Individual Devel-
opment Accounts) for parents and children. 

How this helps children
• IDAs are a public-private initiative that gives low-income 

New Mexicans financial incentives to save money in 
order to purchase a home or pay for college.

• Protect the Home Loan Protection Act from 
repeal or weakening.

How this helps children
• The Home Loan Protection Act helped protect many 

families from the predatory lending practices that con-
tributed to the national foreclosure crisis that began in 
2007. Attempts have been made to repeal or weaken 
the law, and they must not be allowed to succeed.

• Increase funding for the Housing Trust 
Fund. 

How this helps children
• The state’s Housing Trust Fund provides low-interest 

loans for organizations building housing for low- and 
moderate-income families and individuals.

• Children do better and families are more stable when 
they own their home.  

• Increase federal HUD funding. 

How this helps children
• Like all income supports, housing assistance supple-

ments a family’s budget, which may free up money for 
other necessities like diapers, gasoline, and utilities.

Extent of problem: 11% of New Mexico teens (13,000) are neither in school nor working.

How this is bad for children
• Teens not in school who do not become part of the workforce are at risk for poor outcomes as adults—even if they 

graduated.

KIDS COUNT Domain: Economic Well-Being

Indicator: Children Living in Households with a High Housing Cost Burden

Indicator: Teens Not in School and Not Working

Policy Solutions

• Enact initiatives to lower the cost of college 
such as: making lottery scholarships need-
based; restoring the College Affordability 
Fund; lowering rates for student loans; ending 
predatory practices of private, for-profit 
colleges.

How this helps children
• Unfortunately, New Mexico enacted the deepest cuts in 

the nation to higher education on a per-student basis 
during the recession. This led to significant tuition in-
creases at the state’s colleges and universities—making 
school out-of-reach for many young New Mexicans, as 
well as for parents who wish to better themselves. Mak-
ing the lottery scholarship need-based would preserve 
this financial aid for those who would otherwise be un-

• Waive tuition for foster children at New 
Mexico universities.

How this helps children
• Youth who age out of the foster care system have few, if 

any, support systems. Waiving their tuition would en-
able many of them to attend college and would cost the 
state relatively little.

able to attend college.
• Crushing student debt is becoming a national crisis and 

will impact future generations of children when gradu-
ates begin their families. For-profit colleges often push 
debt on their students but then don’t deliver on job 
placement promises.
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Indicator: Children Not Attending Preschool

How this is bad for children
• More than 80% of brain development occurs within the 

first five years of life, and is dependent upon nurturing 
and stimulating experiences. High-quality preschool pro-
grams foster robust brain development and help prepare 
children for success at school. 

• Numerous studies have shown that high-quality early 
childhood care and education services help children suc-
ceed in school and in life. In fact, the returns on invest-
ments in young children are high because they lower the 
need for spending on special education and remediation. 

• These programs also increase high school graduation 
rates, lower the rates for juvenile crime and teen preg-
nancy, and increase a child’s earning potential.

Extent of problem: 62% of New Mexico children (35,000), ages 3 and 4, are not attending preschool. 

KIDS COUNT Domain: Education

Policy Solutions

• Increase general fund spending on early 
childhood programs: home visiting, child care 
assistance, pre-K, and training and technical 
assistance programs for early learning 
providers.

How this helps children
• Although children from low-income families would 

benefit tremendously from these programs, only a tiny 
fraction can receive them.

• Parent coaching programs such as home visiting for new 
parents reduce the incidence of child abuse and increase 
the interval between subsequent children.

• New Mexico’s Pre-K program has been studied8 and 
found to be effective at improving student success in 
school. Funding needs to be expanded so the program is 
available to all 4-year-olds.

• Pass a constitutional amendment to support 
early learning programs from the Land Grant 
Permanent Fund.

How this helps children
• Sustainable funding for early childhood programs could 

come from the state’s more than $11 billion Land Grant 
Permanent Fund. New Mexicans, who support this ini-
tiative in large numbers, deserve the chance to vote on 
this issue.

• Restore eligibility for child care assistance to 
twice the poverty level. 

How this helps children
• State child care assistance helps children receive higher 

quality care than their parents would otherwise be able 
to afford. When it comes to early childhood programs, 
quality is essential to a child’s success.

• Unfortunately, some 5,000 children are on a waiting list 
for assistance because eligibility was cut to 125% of the 
poverty level. 

• Pass President Obama’s Preschool for All 
proposal.

How this helps children
• America is one of the few wealthy nations to lack a com-

prehensive plan for early learning. We don’t even have  
national safety standards for child care. The President’s 
proposal would be a big step forward for our youngest 
children and would give states the financial support they 
need.

= children not attending preschool (62%)

More than half of 
New Mexico’s 3- 
and 4-year-olds 

are not enrolled in 
a program that will 
prepare them for 

school.
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KIDS COUNT Domain: Education

Extent of problem: 76% of New Mexico eighth graders are not proficient in math.
How this is bad for children
• Math skills have become more and more important in today’s high-tech work environment. Middle-school students 
who are behind in math are not prepared for the much higher level of mathematics required in high school and college. 

Indicator: 8th Graders Not Proficient in Math

Policy Solutions

• Expand after-school, mentoring, and 
tutoring programs.

How this helps children
• Children from low-income families are less likely to have 

highly educated parents than their middle- and high-
income peers. Since their parents may be unable to 
provide homework assistance, mentors are needed. 

Indicator: 4th Graders Not Proficient in Reading

How this is bad for children
• Children who are not reading at grade level by the fourth grade are far more likely to drop out. Up through third grade, 
children are learning to read. In fourth grade and beyond, children are reading to learn—so children not reading at grade 
level will have trouble mastering other subjects.

Extent of problem: 79% of New Mexico fourth graders are not proficient in reading.

• Ensure support for community schools.

How this helps children
• Community schools can be more flexible in adjusting 

practices to meet the unique needs of their communi-
ties.

• Before- and after-school programming—including tutor-
ing, English classes for parents, and school based health 
services—make a positive impact on student perfor-
mance.

• Restore K-12 funding to pre-recession levels.

How this helps children
• During the recession, New Mexico made some of the 

deepest cuts in the nation on K-12 per-pupil spending, 
when adjusted for inflation.9 As a result, students are in 
over-crowded classrooms and there are fewer resources 
to provide for needs such as support for principals so 
that they can function as instructional leaders. Programs 
that mitigate the impacts of poverty—such as breakfast 
in the schools and smaller class sizes—must be funded 
because they make a difference in learning outcomes.

Policy Solutions

• Expand funding for K-3 Plus.

How this helps children
• K-3 Plus expands the school year for low-income stu-

dents in some schools. Students who are behind need 
additional quality instructional time.

• Increase general fund spending on early 
childhood programs.

How this helps children
• Children who receive high-quality early childhood care 

and education programs start school ready to learn, 
which helps them stay on track, particularly in reading. 
Children who start school behind find education a frus-
trating experience. That frustration grows as they fail to 
catch up to their peers or fall even further behind.  

• Increase the availability of reading coaches.

How this helps children
• Students from impoverished backgrounds need special-

ized attention to improve literacy skills.

• Provide math coaches and professional 
development for math teachers.

How this helps children
• Teachers who are certified in mathematics can provide 

focused instruction and better prepare students for high 
school.

• Teachers require additional on-the-job training to im-
prove their skills and boost student outcomes.
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KIDS COUNT Domain: Education

• Expand K-3 Plus to K-8 Plus.

How this helps children
• The need for additional days of instruction for low per-

forming students does not end at fourth grade.

• Provide relevant learning opportunities 
through service learning, dual credit to better 
prepare students for career or college.

How this helps children
• Students who are not likely to attend college still need 

work skills. Service learning programs give students the 
opportunity to prepare themselves for a trade. 

Extent of problem: 33% of New Mexico high school students (9,019) do not graduate on time.

How this is bad for children
• Students who graduate from high school on time are more likely to continue on to college, are more employable, and 
likely to earn higher incomes.

Indicator: High School Students Not Graduating on Time

Policy Solutions

• Increase school counselors.

How this helps children
• Teenagers require counseling support currently counsel-

ing loads are so high that students are not given the 
support they need.

• Identify students in 9th grade who require 
additional learning time and provide free 
summer school, after-school, and online learn-
ing opportunities. 

How this helps children
• Students who come to high school behind require addi-

tional time and support to meet learning standards.

• Provide professional development for 
teachers on the use of technology.

How this helps children
• Special training is needed to engage students who utilize 

technology as a means of learning.

KIDS COUNT Domain: Health

Indicator: Low Birth-Weight Babies

Policy Solutions

Extent of problem: 8.7% of New Mexico babies are born weighing less than 5.5 pounds.

How this is bad for children
• Low birth-weight babies are at greater risk for developmental delays and chronic health problems, which can impact 
their ability to succeed in school. Mothers who get late-term or no prenatal care and teens are at the highest risk of hav-
ing low birth-weight babies.

• Expand outreach to pregnant women to 
enroll them in Medicaid early in their 
pregnancies.

How this helps children
• The earlier in her pregnancy a women can begin to re-

ceive prenatal care, the better the outcomes for her and 
her baby. This not only improves child outcomes, it also 
saves the state money in the long term.

• Restore K-12 funding to pre-recession levels.

How this helps children
• Higher funding levels are required to mitigate the prob-

lems associated with childhood poverty. This policy 
applies to all education indicators for K-12.
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Extent of problem: 9% of New Mexico children (47,000) lack health insurance.

How this is bad for children
• Children need regular well-baby and well-child checkups 

in order for developmental delays to be diagnosed and 
treated. Without treatment, developmental problems 
can greatly impact a child’s ability to succeed at school

• Children do better at school when they are healthy and 
any vision or hearing issues have been addressed.

• Children need immunizations to protect them from child-
hood diseases.

Indicator: Children without Health Insurance

An estimated 40,000 children are 
not enrolled in Medicaid despite 

being eligible.

= 2,000 children

• Restore outreach and enrollment programs 
for Medicaid for kids. 

How this helps children
• Medicaid is the single largest provider of health cover-

age for children in New Mexico. Unfortunately, there are 
thousands fewer children covered under Medicaid then 
when Governor Martinez took office in 2011.10 

• Over the last several years, the state has not funded 
outreach to parents whose children are eligible but not 
enrolled. It’s estimated that some 40,000 children are 
eligible for Medicaid coverage but are not enrolled.

• Simplify the enrollment and recertification 
process for Medicaid and enact ‘express-lane’ 
enrollment.

How this helps children
• Enrolling children in Medicaid is one hurdle, but keep-

ing them enrolled is quite another. Since parents must 
recertify their child’s eligibility for Medicaid every year, 
that process needs to be less onerous. 

• Express-lane eligibility would allow the state to identify 
eligible children using eligibility information from other 
programs such as Head Start and SNAP.

• Integrate the health insurance marketplace 
with Medicaid so that there is “no wrong door” 
for enrollment. 

How this helps children
• Parents are more likely to take their child to the doctor 

when they have insurance themselves. Fortunately, New 
Mexico will soon be expanding Medicaid to low-income 
adults.

• It is expected that many eligible but uncovered children 
will be enrolled in Medicaid when their parents seek 
coverage. The state’s health insurance exchange—where 
most individuals will go for insurance—should assist 
those who qualify for Medicaid with that application 
process.  

Policy Solutions

• Expand Chafee Medicaid to age 26 for youth 
who have aged out of foster care.

How this helps children
• The Affordable Care Act ensures that young adults can 

stay on their parents’ insurance plans until they are 26. 
Chafee Medicaid covers those who have aged out of 
the foster care system up to age 21. Expanding it would 
bring it in line with the ACA. 

KIDS COUNT Domain: Health
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Indicator: Child and Teen Death Rate
Extent of problem: New Mexico’s child and teen death rate is 36 per 100,000 children aged 1-19.

How this is bad for children
• Child and teen death is related to many factors: physi-
cal and mental health, violence, accidents, homicide, and 
suicide are chief among them.

Policy Solutions

• Expand funding for suicide prevention 
programs. 

How this helps children
• More and more youth are ending their lives when they 

are unable to cope with bullying. They need strategies to 
help them cope with difficult situations and a sense of 
hope that life is worth living. 

• The trauma for the sibling survivors of youth suicide 
can have negative repercussions that follow them their 
whole lives.

• Enact gun safety laws to limit unauthorized 
child access to guns. 

How this helps children
• The widespread use of child safety seats has led to a 

big decrease in child deaths due to car accidents. Sadly, 
similar commonsense safety measures for guns—such as 
child safety locks—have been successfully blocked by gun 
manufacturers.

Extent of problem: 9% of New Mexico teens abuse alcohol or drugs.

How this is bad for children
• Teens who abuse alcohol or drugs are much more likely 
to become involved with the criminal justice system, en-
gage in other high-risk activities, and do poorly in school 

Policy Solutions

• Expand behavioral health programs for 
youth. 

How this helps children
• Many people who turn to illicit drug use or alcohol abuse 

are attempting to self-medicate their untreated mental 
illness. Increased access to mental health treatment has 
numerous advantages.

• Allow treatment instead of incarceration for 
drug and alcohol offenses. 

How this helps children
• Incarceration without treatment leads to high rates of 

recidivism—particularly when the illegal behavior stems 
from drug or alcohol abuse.

•Expand school-based health centers (SBHCs).

How this helps children
• School-based health centers treat a great deal of mental 

illness. They provide a safe, accessible place for youth to 
receive services they might otherwise not seek.

Indicator: Teens Who Abuse Alcohol or Drugs

and drop out. 
• Drug and alcohol use can lead to physical and mental 
health problems, and is often also a factor in youth suicide.

KIDS COUNT Domain: Health

• New Mexico’s suicide rate is one-and-a-half to two times 
higher the national average. The suicide rate for Native 
American youth is three times the national average.11  
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Indicator: Children in Families where Household Head Lacks High School Diploma

Extent of problem: 22% of New Mexico children (115,000) live in families where the head lacks a high school diploma.

How this is bad for children
• The more education a parent has, the better their chil-

dren do in school. Parents without a high school educa-
tion are less likely to be able to assist their children with 
homework and may be less inclined to impress upon 
them the value of education.

Policy Solutions

• Expand funding for Adult Basic Education 
and English as a Second Language classes.

How this helps children
• When parents increase their own levels of education 

their children do better in school. 
• Children whose parents do not speak English well are at 

a disadvantage when it comes to seeking assistance with 
homework. Their parents will also have trouble discuss-
ing their progress at school with teachers. 

• Parents without a high school diploma tend to end up in 
low-wage jobs that do not offer benefits such as health 
insurance. They also have higher rates of unemployment 
than workers with more education.

 

KIDS COUNT Domain: Family and Community

Extent of problem: 43% of New Mexico children (208,000) live in single-parent families.

How this is bad for children
• Children living in single-parent families are more likely 

to live in poverty—especially those living with single 
mothers, who still earn less than men for doing the same 
work.

• Children families headed by a single mother are more 
likely to drop out of school, become teen parents, and 
experience divorce as an adult than children in two-
parent families. 

Policy Solutions

• Expand funding for mentoring programs.

How this helps children
• Since teen mothers also tend to be unmarried mothers, 

programs that decrease teen births would help reduce 
the rate of single-parent families. Programs can foster 
self confidence, give young women direction for their 
future, and educate them about the benefits to the child 
of being raised in a two-parent family.

• Restore eligibility for child care assistance to 
twice the poverty level.

How this helps children
• Most single parents are working parents, so child care is 

an unavoidable, but expensive, necessity. 
• Due to recession-era budget cuts, some 5,000 children 

are still on a waiting list for assistance.

Indicator: Children in Single-Parent Families

Almost half of New 
Mexico’s children 

live in single-parent 
families.

= children in single-parent families (43%)

• Expand access to GED programs.

How this helps children
• When parents increase their own levels of education, 

their children do better in school. 
• The state’s GED program can now only be taken on a 

computer, and the cost to take it has gone up—making it 
less accessible to those who need it most. 
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Policy Solutions

Extent of problem: 21% of New Mexico children live in areas where the overall poverty rate is 30% or higher.

Extent of problem: New Mexico’s teen birth rate is 53 births per 1,000 female teens ages 15 to 19.

How this is bad for children
• High-poverty areas are plagued by a whole host of social 

problems: crime, street violence, drug use, substandard 
housing, etc. 

• Residents in high-poverty areas are also more likely to 

How this is bad for children
• Few teens are equipped for the emotional and financial 

rigors of raising a child.
• Teens are more likely to have low birth-weight and pre-

term babies, putting the child at higher risk for develop-
mental and health problems.

• It’s well understood that teen pregnancy causes poverty, 

Policy Solutions

KIDS COUNT Domain: Family and Community

• Create or expand incentives for developers 
to build mixed-use housing.

How this helps children
• Mixed-income neighborhoods are more stable than low-

income areas and residents tend to be more invested in 
keeping their neighborhood infrastructure from falling 
into disrepair.

• Increase funding for teen pregnancy 
prevention.

How this helps children
• Young women at risk for teenage pregnancy can benefit 

from programs that foster self confidence, give young 
them direction for their future, and educate them about 
the benefits to the child of being raised in a dual-parent 
family.   

• Increase funding for early childhood 
programs.

How this helps children
• Teen parents often have few resources, so their children 

stand to benefit a great deal from high-quality early 
childhood programs. In turn, these programs will help 
them succeed in school and lower the chances that they 
will become teen parents themselves.

• Expand evidence-based and age-appropriate 
sex education programs; defund abstinence-
only programs.

How this helps children
• Whether teens are sexually active or not, they need basic 

information about sex and procreation. Abstinence-only 
programs are ineffective at reducing teen birth rates.  

• Expand school-based health centers (SBHCs).

How this helps children
• As they reach sexual maturity, teens need access to 

health care professionals who can help them make in-
formed decisions. SBHCs provide a safe, accessible place 
for youth to receive services they might otherwise not 
seek.

Indicator: Children Living in High-Poverty Areas

Indicator: Teen Birth Rate

feel disenfranchised and powerless, and are, therefore, 
less likely to demand public services that residents in 
higher-income neighborhoods take for granted. 

but the reverse is also true—young women in poverty 
who see no future for themselves (often because they 
cannot expect to attend college) are less likely to delay 
childbearing than young women who believe they can 
attain a satisfying career. 

• Increase funding for IDAs (Individual Devel-
opment Accounts) for parents and children. 

How this helps children
• Children and families do better when they own a home. 

Kids’ grades improve, and parents feel more invested in 
their neighborhoods. IDAs can help families save for a 
home purchase.
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