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In the United States it has long been an article of faith—and economic
statistics confirm it—that higher levels of education lead to higher incomes.
Higher educational levels also lead to stronger communities and a better
economy. We all benefit when young adults become doctors and nurses,
engineers and chemists, teachers and first responders, or a whole host of
other occupations that require a college degree or credential.
While higher education does lead to higher
incomes, the converse is also true. Children from
high-income families do better in school, are more
likely to graduate high school, and go to college
at significantly higher rates than do children from
low-income families.1 There is more to this equation
than money, of course. Whether children ultimately
go on to college is also influenced by their parent’s
own level of education, what kinds of enrichment
opportunities were available to them, and many
other factors.
Nationally, about 40 percent of adults have a college
degree (associates or higher). In New Mexico, just
34 percent of adults have completed a college
degree. Only nine states do worse. Not surprisingly,
New Mexico’s income levels are lower than those in
most other states. We also have a higher percentage
of jobs that require little education and pay poverty-

level wages, as well as a high poverty rate. Bottom
line: the lower our percentage of degreed adults,
the lower our percentage of doctors, teachers,
engineers, and other well-paid professionals.
Considering the often symbiotic nature of income
and education—and, on the other extreme, the
cyclical nature of poverty—it is clear that states
have an interest in ensuring that a college education
is accessible to a broad swath of its population.
After all, if all of our college graduates come from
the same socio-economic stratosphere, we are
clearly not tapping the potential of a vast segment
of our population. But the high cost of college puts
it out of the reach of too many New Mexicans. Even
students who manage to attend college for a time,
often need support in order to earn credentials or
a degree. Students often cite the need to work and
earn money as a major reason they drop out of
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college. Add to that the disparities in both education
and income levels between Hispanics—the state’s
largest ethnic group—and non-Hispanic whites, and
New Mexico has a great deal to gain from making
college more affordable for its residents.
New Mexico has enacted a few policies to help
make a college education more affordable, but as
education data indicate, they have not been enough.
Meanwhile, the state made some of the largest
per-student spending cuts to higher education in
the nation during the recession,2 New Mexico gives
a significantly smaller share of its financial aid on a
need-basis than the national average3 (see Figure I)
and, perhaps most telling, despite leaving college
with lower-than-average debt burdens, New Mexico
students default on student loans at the highest rate
in the nation.4

FIGURE I

New Mexico gives very little of its
financial aid on the basis of student
need
Percentage of state financial aid that is need-based
(2012)

74%

U.S. Average

25%
New Mexico

Source: Working Poor Families Project, analysis by CFED of
National Association of State Student Grant and Aid Programs
(academic year 2011-12)
New Mexico voices for children

This report will show that current economic conditions
facing low-income working families are such that
these families have difficulty finding the resources
to better their condition by obtaining a higher level
of education, specifically through the community
college system.

Helping with the Cost of College
In 1996 the state Legislature enacted the New Mexico
Legislative Lottery Scholarship. The scholarship covers
tuition at New Mexico universities for students
attending college right after graduating from a New
Mexico high school as long as they maintain a 2.5
grade point average. Students still have to cover fees,
books, and living expenses. While the scholarship has
undoubtedly allowed thousands of students attend
college who would otherwise be unable, it is a meritbased scholarship, meaning any student who meets
the academic and other criteria can receive it even if
they could afford college without it. It also leaves out
countless adults who wish to return to college after
entering the workforce.
Demand for the Lottery Scholarship almost doubled
from more than 10,000 students to more than 17,000
students from the spring semester of 2000 to the
spring of 2010. During that same time, the total
amount paid out in scholarships more than tripled
from $8.8 million to $28.6 million per semester.
Due in part to this growing demand, as well as a
leveling off of sales of lottery tickets and increases in
tuition—which grew rapidly due to deep recessionera cuts in state funding—the balance of the Lottery
Scholarship Trust Fund has been dwindling over the
past several years. The fund was headed toward
depletion when lawmakers changed the eligibility
criteria in 2014. Rather than make the scholarship

Definitions

Family A family in this analysis is a primary married-couple or single-parent family with at least one child
under age 18 present in the household.
Working Family A family is defined as working if all family members age 15 or over either have a
combined work effort of 39 weeks or more in the past 12 months or have a combined work effort of
26 to 39 weeks or more in the past 12 month and one currently unemployed parent looked for work
in the prior four weeks.
4
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need-based, though, the Legislature limited the
percentage of tuition the scholarship would cover,
and required students at four-year universities to take
a full-load of 15 credit hours per semester, up from
the previous requirement of 12 hours. In essence,
the changes have made it less helpful for low-income
students—who now have to pick up part of the cost
of tuition—and completely out-of-reach for students
who cannot manage a 15-hour academic schedule
because they also must work.
The College Affordability Fund was established in 2005
for students who lacked other financial resources
or do not qualify for Lottery Scholarship assistance

due to their age or academic standing. The fund had
reached a high of $50 million prior to the recession,
but was depleted to shore up other state spending.
Although no money has been deposited into the
College Affordability Fund in the past several
years, the Higher Education Department (HED) has
continued to provide about $2 million in need-based
scholarships per year to roughly 3,500 students. Not
only does the balance sheet for the fund (see Figure
II) fail to indicate the source of this $2 million, it raises
more questions about the viability of the fund than
it answers. Staff members at HED were unresponsive
when asked to provide an explanation.

FIGURE II

The Higher Education Department’s balance sheet for the College
Affordability Fund raises more questions about viability than it answers

College Affordability Scholarship Revenues, Expenditures and Changes in Fund Balance (2009-2013)
Revenues

June 30, 2009

June 30, 2010

June 30, 2011

June 30, 2012 June 30, 2013

Licenses, Permits and Fees
Interest on Investments

$859

$12,279

$2,504

$349

$44,368

$8,968

$840

$1,735

$56,647

$11,472

$1,189

$1,735

Other

$1,697,202

$1,993,550

Total Expenditures

$1,697,202

$1,993,550
$(1,697,202)

Miscellaneous Revenue
Other
Total Revenues

$859

Expenditures
Current

Excess (Deficiency) of
Revenues over Expenditures

$859

$56,647

$11,472

$(1,991,815)

Other Financing Sources

$2,002,245

$2,000,000

$2,000,000

$2,000,000

Other Financing Sources (Uses)

$2,000,000

$1,999,872

$1,991,420

$2,000,000

$2,245

$128

$8,580

Other Financing Sources (Uses)
State General Fund Appropriations
Operating Transfer In (Out)

Transfers - Reversions
Total Other Financing Sources (Uses)
Net Change in Fund Balances

$3,104

$56,775

$20,052

$1,696,013

$8,185

Fund Balance, Beginning of Period

$792,447

$795,551

$852,326

$872,378

$(823,635)

Fund Balance, End of Period

$795,551

$852,326

$872,378

$(823,635)

$(815,450)

Source: State of New Mexico Higher Education Department Financial Statements and Report of Independent Certified Public
Accountants (various years)
New Mexico voices for children
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An Educated Workforce: How New
Mexico Stacks Up
New Mexico does worse than the national average—
and significantly worse than some of our surrounding
states—when it comes to the educational levels of our
adults aged 25 to 54. In this age group, 14 percent are
without the most basic educational qualification—a
high school diploma or equivalence—which ranks
us 45th in the nation (see Figure III). Without a high
school diploma, most workers are trapped in lowwage jobs that lack benefits and have no real hope
of future advancement.
Of comparable surrounding states, which were
selected for comparison because they have similar
demographic or economic characteristics to New
Mexico, Arizona and Texas do worse (in the case of
49th ranked Texas, considerably worse), but Colorado,
Utah and Wyoming do significantly better than even
the national average. New Mexico’s high percentage
of adults without a high school diploma shows the
need for more effort on the part of the state to
reach working-age adults with adult basic education
programs that lead to a certificate of high school
equivalency.

FIGURE III

0%
14.3%

Texas

0%

More Hispanics and Blacks lack high
school diplomas than Whites in New
Mexico

NM Blacks

9.5 %

New Mexico

Wyoming

FIGURE IV

14.3%

21.8%

NM Hispanics
14.5%

5

10.6%
10

15

20

9.2%
7.1%
5

10

15

20

Source: Working Poor Families Project, generated by Population
Reference Bureau, 2012 American Community Survey data
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25

Source: Working Poor Families Project, generated by Population
Reference Bureau, 2012 American Community Survey data
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17.4%

Utah

When these data are broken out by race/ethnicity,
an even more troubling picture emerges (see Figure
IV). While the problem is not negligible among nonHispanic whites (with 6 percent lacking a high school
diploma), it is clearly much more significant among all
racial/ethnic minorities (20 percent), with Hispanics
(22 percent) having the highest rate. One goal of
educational policy for adults should be to narrow
the gap between minorities, especially Hispanics and
non-Hispanic whites.

NM Whites 5.6%

12%

Colorado

”

Total New Mexico

Percentage of adults ages 25-54 without a high
school diploma or equivalency (2012)

Arizona

diploma, most workers are
trapped in low-wage jobs that
lack benefits and have no real
hope of future advancement.

Percentage of adults ages 25-54 without a high
school diploma or equivalency by race (2012)

New Mexico has a higher rate of
adults who lack a high school
diploma than the nation as a whole

U.S.

“ Without a high school
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In New Mexico, 27 percent of adults aged 25 to
54 have a high school diploma but no college (see
Figure V). This is not much different from the national
average of 26 percent and ranks New Mexico 22nd
among the states by this measure. However, nonHispanic whites perform well by this measure, as 19
percent of this group have only a high school diploma.
Adults from all racial/ethnic minorities fare far worse,
with 31 percent having only a high school diploma;
25 percent of African Americans and 31 percent of
Hispanics have this minimal educational level.

FIGURE V

New Mexico is in line with the U.S. in
the percentage of adults who have a
high school diploma but no college
Percentage of adults ages 25-54 with only a high
school diploma or equivalency (2012)
U.S.

The fact that a quarter of New Mexico adults have
some post-secondary coursework is a foundation
for policy intervention that could improve the rate
of completion of associate’s degrees and other
credentials from community colleges. The fact that
the percentage of racial/ethnic minorities with
some post-secondary coursework approached that
of non-Hispanic whites is especially encouraging.
Making community college tuition-free, as the state
of Tennessee recently did, would be a reasonable way
of addressing this situation.

“ New Mexico has a ways to

26%

Arizona

go to catch up with the rest of
the nation in the percentage of
adults who have an associate’s
degree or higher.

23.4%

Colorado

20.5%

New Mexico

26.5%

Texas

”

24.7%

Utah

22.3%

Wyoming
0%

New Mexico’s non-Hispanic whites represent the
highest percentage of these adults, with 26 percent
completing some post-secondary coursework but not
finishing a degree. The percentage for all minorities
was 24 percent, for African Americans 24 percent,
and for Hispanics 23 percent.

5

28.7%
10

15

20

25

30

Source: Working Poor Families Project, generated by Population
Reference Bureau, 2012 American Community Survey data
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The rates improve when looking at New Mexico
adults with some post-secondary education but no
degree (see Figure VI). However, this is indicative of
both success and underlying problems. Nearly 25
percent of adults ages 25 to 54 completed some postsecondary course work but failed to receive a degree,
compared to 22 percent nationally. While completing
any college course work is preferable to completing
none, those who don’t receive a degree will earn
less than those who do. Failure to complete the
degree may be due to a number of causes including
insufficient preparation for post-secondary course
work, financial constraints, and family obligations. It
may also account for some of New Mexico’s high rate
of student loan default.

FIGURE VI

New Mexico has a high rate of
adults who attend college but do not
graduate
Percentage of adults ages 25-54 with some college
but no degree (2012)
U.S.

22%

Arizona

25.9%

Colorado

22.6%

New Mexico

24.9%

Texas

23.5%

Utah

27%

Wyoming

27%

0%

5

10

15

20

25

30

Source: Working Poor Families Project, generated by Population
Reference Bureau, 2012 American Community Survey data
New Mexico voices for children
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New Mexico has a ways to go to catch up with the
rest of the nation in the percentage of adults who
have an associate’s degree or higher (see Figure
VII). New Mexico, with just slightly more than 34
percent of its adults earning degrees, is well below
the national average of about 40 percent. The all-too
familiar ethnic/racial disparities are especially telling
in this case: 49 percent of non-Hispanic whites have
an associate’s degree or higher, while only 25 percent
of all minority adults and 24 percent of Hispanics
earn degrees. Roughly twice as many non-Hispanic
whites have a college degree compared with racial/
ethnic minorities.

FIGURE VII

New Mexico has a lower percentage
of adults with college degrees
Percentage of adults ages 25-54 with an
Associate’s degree or higher (2012)

Arizona

34.5%

Utah

0%

10

35%
30.6%
31%
42.2%
22.7%

30

40

10

20

30

40

50

Figure IX
50

Source: Working Poor Families Project, generated by Population
Reference Bureau 2012 American Community Survey data
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Our Working Families Struggle
The numbers get worse when we look at the
educational levels of low-income working families.
A low-income family of four earned no more than
$46,100 in 2012, or twice the federal poverty level.
Almost one-third of New Mexico’s low-income
working families have at least one parent without a
high school diploma or equivalence (see Figure VIII).
This is slightly higher than the national level of 29
percent. New Mexico ranks 45th lowest of all states
by this measure. Of comparable states, Arizona (35
percent, ranking 47th) and Texas (42 percent, ranking
49th) do worse.

8

Arizona

0%

37.2%
20

29.4%

Wyoming 17.1%
41.4%

Wyoming

U.S.

Utah

47.3%

Texas

Percentage of low-income working families in which
at least one parent does not have a high school
diploma or equivalency (2012)

Texas

Colorado
34.3%

New Mexico’s low-income families
lack high school diplomas

New Mexico

36.3%

New Mexico

figure VIII

Colorado

39.9%

U.S.

Low-income working families in New Mexico do
slightly better than the national average when it comes
to parents with some post-secondary education (see
Figure IX). In New Mexico, 46 percent of low-income
working families have no post-secondary education
while the national average is 49 percent. New Mexico
ranked 27th out of all states, though, far higher than
Texas—with 58 percent and ranking 49th.

Almost half of New Mexico’s
low-income families lack a postsecondary education
Percentage of low-income working families in which
no parent has some post-secondary education
(2012)
U.S.

49%

Arizona

49.5%

Colorado

44.6%

New Mexico

46.3%

Texas

57.9%

Utah

32.9%

Wyoming
0%

10

37.3%
20

30

40

50

60

Source (for Figures VIII and IX): Working Poor Families Project,
2012 American Community Survey microdata
New Mexico voices for children
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While New Mexico’s low-income families may have
low levels of education, their adults are still out in
the workforce, struggling to care for their children.
In New Mexico, nearly three-quarters of low-income
families are working families (see Figure X). The jobs
held by members of these families typically pay low
wages. Although the rate of low-income families that
are working is higher in New Mexico than nationally,
New Mexico had a lower percentage than comparable
states in the region in 2012. Labor market conditions
that year were better in Arizona, Colorado, Texas,
Utah and Wyoming.

Percentage of working families that are low income
(2012)
U.S.

32.6%

Arizona

38.5%

Colorado

28.1%

New Mexico

42.8%

Texas

38.1%

0%

Percentage of low-income families that are working
(2012)
U.S.

71.7%

Arizona

73.4%

Colorado

74.5%

New Mexico

72.3%

Texas

77.1%

Utah

82.6%

Wyoming

80.3%
40

60

80

33%

Wyoming

Most low-income families in New
Mexico are working

20

Almost half of New Mexico’s working
families earn low wages

Utah

figure X

0%

figure XI

100

While Figure X shows the percentage of all lowincome families that are working families, Figure XI
shows the percentage of all working families that
are low-income. This tells an even more dramatic
story: nearly 43 percent of all working families in
New Mexico earned an income below 200 percent
of the poverty level in 2012. New Mexico’s rate is
fully one-third higher than the national level of 33
percent and higher than all the states selected for
comparison. New Mexico ranked 49th—or second
worst in the nation—in terms of the percentage of
working families getting by on bare-bones incomes.
Clearly, working hard is not paying off for New
Mexico’s families.

28.6%

10

20

30

40

50

When race/ethnicity is taken into account, the picture
darkens. More than 48 percent of New Mexico lowincome families have at least one parent of a racial/
ethnic minority group (see Figure XII)—a full three
percentage points higher than the national average
of 45 percent. Interestingly, Arizona (51 percent) and
Utah (54 percent) had noticeably higher percentages
than New Mexico. (They also have considerably
smaller percentages of racial/ethnic minority adults:
Just 18 percent of Utah’s and 38 percent of Arizona’s
adult populations are non-white, while 56 percent of
New Mexico’s is non-white.)

figure XII

Almost half of low-income families in
New Mexico have a minority parent
Percentage of low-income working families with a
minority parent (2012)
U.S.

45.3%

Arizona

50.6%

Colorado

44.9%

New Mexico

48.6%

Texas

48.9%

Utah

53.8%

Wyoming
0%

10

45.9%
20

30

40

50

60

Source (for Figures X, XI and XII): Working Poor Families Project, 2012 American Community Survey microdata
New Mexico voices for children
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What should be of greatest concern to New Mexico
policy makers is the high percentage of children
living in low-income working families (see Figure
XIII). Almost 48 percent of New Mexico’s children
live in low-income working families. With nearly half
of all children in low-income working families—far
higher than the national average of 38 percent—New
Mexico ranks 49th among the states. Even Arizona
and Texas (both at 45 percent) perform better than
New Mexico in this measure. Children living in lowincome families are less likely than their middle- and
high-income peers to do well in school, graduate, and
attend college.

figure XIII

Almost half of New Mexico’s children
live in working families that are low
income
Percentage of children under age 18 living in
working families that are low income (2012)
U.S.

0%

33.6%
30

24%
19%
30.3%
29.5%
24.8%
18.2%

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

figure XV

38.2%
20

Arizona

0%

44.6%

10

23%

Wyoming

47.9%

Wyoming

U.S.

Utah

New Mexico

Utah

Percentage of jobs in occupations with median
annual pay below $23,050 (2012)

Texas

33.2%

Texas

One-third of New Mexico jobs are in
occupations that leave families in
poverty

New Mexico
44.9%

Colorado

figure XIV

Colorado

37.7%

Arizona

Not surprisingly, the demand for labor in New Mexico
is heavily skewed toward low-wage occupations (see
Figure XIV). In 2012, 30 percent of New Mexico jobs
were in occupations that paid below the 2012 federal
poverty threshold of $23,050 for a family of four. Even
more distressing, fully two-thirds of New Mexico jobs
were in occupations with a median annual pay below
$46,100 for a family of four (see Figure XV).

40

50

Source: Working Poor Families Project, 2012 American
Community Survey microdata
New Mexico voices for children

“ What should be of greatest

concern to New Mexico policy
makers is the high percentage
of children living in low-income
working families.

”

More than half of New Mexico jobs
are in low-wage occupations
Percentage of jobs in occupations with median
annual pay below $46,100 (2012)
64.6%

U.S.

67.5%

Arizona

58.3%

Colorado

67.5%

New Mexico

66.2%

Texas
Utah

70.1%

Wyoming
0%

10

66.8%
20
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Source (for Figures XIV and XV): Analysis of May 2012
Occupational Employment statistics, Bureau of Labor Statistics
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10

Making College More Affordable for Working Families: A Critical Investment in New Mexico

At that income level, families do not earn enough
for even a bare-bones standard of living (see Figure
XVI). When families cannot even cover basic living
necessities, they will have no way to pay for a college
education.

figure XVI

Low-income families cannot meet basic living expenses
Cost of living at a bare-bones minimum for a family of one parent and one child
Albuquerque Farmington

Las Cruces

Santa Fe

Rural NM

Housing

$780

$785

$633

$976

$674

Food

$369

$369

$369

$369

$369

Child Care

$577

$577

$577

$577

$472

Transportation

$480

$459

$459

$459

$570

Health Care

$915

$1,050

$1,050

$1,050

$1,089

Other Necessities

$294

$295

$257

$344

$256

Taxes

$313

$306

$199

$413

$256

Monthly Total

$3,728

$3,842

$3,543

$4,189

$3,698

Annual Total

$44,734

$46,093

$42,521

$50,268

$44,376

Source: Economic Policy Institute’s Family Budget Calculator, 2013
New Mexico voices for children

Given these economic realities, it’s clear that few
low-income working families can afford two semesters
of tuition per year, even at New Mexico’s relatively
inexpensive community colleges (see Figure XVII).

figure XVII

Some New Mexico colleges cost upwards of $2,000 a year
Resident tuition and fees per semester at New Mexico’s 2-year colleges (2013)
2-Year Institutions – Branches

Independent Community Colleges

Eastern NM University - Roswell

$816

Central NM Community College

$682

Eastern NM University - Ruidoso

$506

Clovis Community College

$608

NM State University - Alamogordo

$960

Luna Community College

$443

NM State University - Carlsbad

$530

Mesalands Community College

$730

NM State University - Dona Ana

$780

NM Junior College

$624

NM State University - Grants

$891

San Juan Community College

$660

University of NM Gallup

$852

Santa Fe Community College

$532

University of NM - Los Alamos

$819

University of NM - Taos

$915

University of NM - Valencia

$780

Source: Annual Report, NM Higher
Education Department, 2013
New Mexico voices for children
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Policy Recommendations
Restore money to the College Affordability Fund
and expand eligibility
New Mexico should improve college affordability for
low-income adults by providing significantly more
state-funded, need-based financial aid. Restoring
the currently empty College Affordability Fund would
provide need-based tuition assistance to those who
have been out of school for more than a year and
may not qualify for merit scholarships. This fund
should also be available to students taking less than
a half-time course-load so non-traditional students
can more easily fit school into their work schedules.

Develop a comprehensive career pathways
framework
Some community colleges in New Mexico offer career
pathways bridge programs like I-BEST (Integrated
Basic Education and Skills Training) that help lowskilled adults gain high-demand post-secondary
credentials by combining adult education with basic
skills and technical instruction. The state should
develop a comprehensive and statewide career
pathways framework that better integrates and aligns
adult education, bridge programs, and college courses
to increase credential attainment and improve our
workforce. States will soon have to focus more intently
on career pathways when Workforce Innovation and
Opportunity Act regulations are released in the spring.

Provide integrated student support services
including child care assistance
Student support services, including child care
assistance, are an integral part of effective career
pathways. Eligibility for child care assistance should
be increased from the current 150 percent of the
federal poverty level (FPL) to the pre-recession
200 percent of FPL to help all low-income parents.
Access to high-quality child care is an effective twogeneration solution that provides early childhood
education to young children while enabling parents
to increase their education and earn marketable
credentials. In studies of student parents taking
classes at community colleges, researchers found that
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between 60 percent and 70 percent of respondents
were dependent on child care services to continue
their education.5

Make the Lottery Scholarship need-based
Given New Mexico’s high rate of poverty, making its
flagship scholarship need-based is the most sensible
course of action. There could be a complete shift
to need-based criteria or a blending of merit-basis
criteria with need-based criteria. The concept of a
lottery scholarship based entirely on financial need
could utilize the existing Free Application for Federal
Student Aid (FAFSA).

Tap into unspent TANF funds
The federally funded TANF block grant is targeted to
low-income parents and pregnant women to help
them achieve economic self-sufficiency. Other states
have effectively used TANF funds to pay for vocational
training, post-secondary education, and child care
assistance.6 In the past few years, New Mexico has
rolled over millions of dollars of unspent TANF funds
that could be used now to help low-income families
earn credentials and weather the persistent economic
downturn. Data show that about 10 percent of TANF
recipients are enrolled in education and/or training
in New Mexico (the national average is 9 percent).7
New Mexico should follow the lead of Oklahoma
and Georgia, which rank at the top of that category
by enrolling more than 30 percent of their TANF
recipients in education and training programs.
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