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          August 21, 2015 
 
Public Education Commission 
300 Don Gaspar 
Santa Fe, New Mexico  87501 
 
Re:  Input Against Desert Willow Elementary School, Silver City, New Mexico 
 
Dear Members of the New Mexico Public Education Commission, 
 
I am the Associate Superintendent of Learning Services for the Silver Consolidated School District.  I have a 
degree in elementary education, and have taught children in first, third, sixth, and eighth grade.  I have been an 
educator for 30 years, spending 14 years in the classroom and 16 years as an administrator.   As an educator I am a 
firm believer in parent’s having a choice for their children.  I believe that the Silver Consolidated Schools, with five 
elementary schools, offers that choice.  The fact that at the recent hearing, people stood up in support of the 
founders of the proposed charter school while they were employees of the district reinforces the fact that there are 
diversified and differentiated schools and classrooms that offer innovation and interactive learning experiences 
within the district right now.   
 
While listening to the presentation of the proposal for a new charter school in Grant County, and the questions 
and responses from the Public Education Commission, I grew concerned.  There seemed to be a proposal being 
presented that stemmed from an idea and enthusiastically grew based on the requirements of the state, but 
continues to be an idea.  I expected the Commission members to see this and voice concerns through rigorous 
questions and thoughtful interpretation and analyzation of the proposal.   That did not take place.  Instead, the 
panel offered helpful suggestions, improvements, and corrections to the proposal. 
 
My first concern begins with our school community and the state’s possible consideration to a sixth public 
elementary school.  Has there been an economic development and growth study done that supports a sixth 
school?  Presently, enrollment numbers show a decline that has occurred for the last five years.  The mining 
industry, one of the largest employers in our community, is planning a lay-off, and we have been told that within 
the next 15 years there is a high possibility that the mines will shut down.  If this does occur, the impact to our 
schools, and the rest of the community, will be devastating.  In the meantime, we continue to be impacted by a 
loss in enrollment.   Based on this, can the community and the PED truly sustain a sixth school? 
 
I am secondly concerned with the application itself, and the motivation behind the application.  As stated above, 
the Silver Schools provides our community with five diverse and effective elementary schools.  As previously 
stated, two of the founding members are former employees, and were successful in the classroom in meeting the 
needs of their students.  They are not the exception.  Administrators and staff at all five schools work diligently to 
provide students in our community with a well-rounded and relevant school experience.  The charter application’s 
executive summary combines data from the Silver and Cobre school districts when making a point about 
performance levels, but then is specific about the Silver Schools when talking about programs.  This appears to be 
advantageous to them, if one does not recognize that this is purposely misleading.   The Silver Schools has a long 
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Date: August 24, 2015 

 

RE: Facilities Considerations for the Proposed Desert Willow Charter School 

 

 

Desert Willow Charter School proposes setting up 10 portable classrooms utilizing 5 

portables plus a single portable for an office facility (6 total portable buildings). 

 

Considerations: 

1. The District has no spare portables or permanent facilities to contribute to this 

entity at this time. 

2. Source of portable buildings will be from either PSFA leases or direct 

purchases from various sources. 

Purchases and/or leases, depending upon building setup are averaging 

statewide from $75,000.00 to $150,000.00.   Each classroom would have to 

have restroom facilities and depending upon SPED student usage, various 

other specific modifications.  This being the case I would anticipate a budget 

towards the upper end of the state average,  

( 6 x $150,000.000 = $900,000.00 ). 

3. Ancillary facilities will also be required.  Although Desert Willow hopes to 

utilize the Montessori kitchen, cafeteria, etc. spaces for this purpose nothing 

has been finalized.  If it becomes necessary to provide these facilities 

separately it would conservatively cost an additional $500,000.00 increasing 

the facility only cost requirement to $1,400,000.00. 

4. Since the facility cost exceeds $200,000.00 and will require permitting for 

structural, utilities, civils, and life safety, the project will have to be run 

through the PSFA by statute.  Permitting will require architectural drawing 

which will incur additional costs.  These costs will vary depending upon 

where the building are set.  On average this cost would be about 6% of project 

cost adding an additional $54,000.00, ($54,000.00 + $900,000.00 = 

$954,000.00).   

5. Assuming the state unit per elementary student is $5,571.00 and the first year 

for Desert Willow would be funded at the anticipated 120 student they could 

expect approximately $668,520.00.  This is obviously short of the best case 

scenario for the buildings alone, 954,000.00 - $668,520.00 = ($285,480.00). 

This does not take into account staffing, materials, or equipment costs 

necessary to operate a school. 



6. My concern is that if the commission decides to grant this charter, the public 

will then be paying for the same services twice.  It is apparent, from the 

testimony at the public hearing, that these services are already adequately 

being provided by the public school system.  Multiple individuals commented 

on how pleased they were with the services and resulting outcomes their 

children received while under the care of the SPED at Silver Schools. Granted 

there was dissatisfaction expressed as well, but the majority of comments 

praised the applicants while under the employ of Silver Schools.  This raises 

the question: Is it a prudent use of public funds to incur costs to provide 

services which are already being provided following state and federal 

regulation? 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to assist in your decision. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Barry K. Ward 

Director of Facilities and Business Supervisor / SCSD 

 

 



record of high performance and growth, despite the many changes schools have had to address regarding 
standards, assessments, and evaluations.    
 
The summary goes on to bullet point eight areas in which they propose a multi-sensory reading program amidst 
other holistic curriculum, extended school days, low student-teacher ratios, and a volunteer program that will take 
place through an entire school day.   Within this narrative the phrase “our targeted population” appears several 
times.  As a public school, there can be no targeted population. The phrase is discriminatory, and in direct contrast 
to the purpose for public school.  While the panel was directed by members of the commission to remove this 
phrase, I believe that there will be a targeted population, as the application was written to address the target.  The 
biggest question this raises for me is whether the ideas behind the application for a new charter school are more 
suited for a private school?   
 
I am also concerned with the fact that there is not a definitive plan for facilities for the proposed school.  There 
are some researched possibilities, that include donations and grants, but there are not authoritative plans 
identifying the facilities for the school.  The suggestion that involves the sharing of facilities with a local 
Montessori school would require the least amount of follow-through, although even that notion requires 
additional buildings and all that is required to put them in place.   While the director of the Montessori school was 
quick to criticize the local public school, she is not hesitant to take advantage of the Title I resources the district 
provides her, or the possibility of saving their own private school through the partnership with a new public 
charter school.   
 
 It was interesting to note that the panel of applicants had the support of local private schools, perhaps not 
realizing that their own school populations, along with the funding generated by students, would certainly be 
impacted.  As others spoke in support it was evident to me that the people are very much interested in a school 
that offers them all that a private school can offer (which includes selective membership) without the tuition.  The 
support through grants and donations would certainly lend itself to scholarships for those unable to afford the 
tuition in a private educational setting. 
 
The statements made in the proposal about extended school days and low student-teacher ratios also concern me.  
With a targeted population and a cap on enrollment, it will not be difficult to maintain the proposed student-
teacher ratio.  It is important to look at research regarding the low numbers proposed, particularly at the 
kindergarten levels.  The majority of research is based on the small numbers of 15 and 20, while there is research 
on class sizes as small as 13.  Most research would not target classrooms with 10 or less students because the 
variables for study increase:  absences, withdrawals, ability levels, etc significantly impact the progress of the 
classroom.  While there is much research about extended school days, new research on the extended day to 
increase instructional time specifically addresses effective expanded learning.  This increased learning time is 
complex and requires significant planning.  Data from schools that have practiced this have found it challenging, 
expensive, and in many cases unsuccessful and unsustainable.  Similar research shows that there are alternatives 
that include increasing learning time without increasing the school day.  These include after school and summer 
programs that allow students to learn differently: informally, exploring, and participating in a small community of 
learners.  While the proposal does not address this, the Silver Schools has certainly put after school and summer 
school programs in place at all of their schools with great success.  While the extended school day may be the buzz 
in education right now, it is important that the focus not be on what some consider innovative, but what is truly 
important and maintains a record of success in the education of our children.  
 
Finally, I would like to address the proposed curriculum of the school.  The proposal includes the use of the 
Orton-Gillingham methodology for reading and the Enki Education curriculum.   While Orton-Gillingham is a 
well researched methodology for teaching students diagnosed with dyslexia, it is not the only program that offers a 
richly layered multi-sensory approach to reading.  It is however the only program endorsed by the International 
Dyslexia Association, formerly the Orton Dyslexia Society.  The politics of business aside, as stated before, there 
are other highly effective and successful programs that address students diagnosed with dyslexia.  The Silver 
Consolidated Schools has chosen to use the Lindamood-Bell methodology to support struggling readers, students 
with learning disabilities, hyperlexia, ADHD, and other learning difficulties,  and has found that the program 



administered with fidelity through Title I and Special Education classes is effective in assisting students to read and 
comprehend through a sensory-cognitive approach to instruction.  Although the statement made in the proposal, 
“not even students diagnosed with a specific learning disability in reading and/or dyslexia are not necessarily 
receiving Orton-Gillingham based instruction” is accurate; it implies that students diagnosed with such do not 
receive appropriate intervention.  This is a misleading statement that does not allow for the fact that other 
methods and programs can meet the need of students.   
 
The Enki Education Curriculum is an independent program that is primarily used as a home-school curriculum, 
and is not currently common core aligned.  Enki considers itself an alternative education that works with 
developmental immersion and a mastery approach to curriculum that introduces academics through scaffolding 
and the arts.  The approach is neither innovative nor unique.  Developmental immersion, scaffolding, and a 
mastery approach as the basis for the common core and the common core is the foundation for which teachers in 
our district build their curriculum.  The co-founders make the following statements in their proposal:  “there is no 
continuity as they move through the grades (or from school to school) in either content or how instruction is 
developed” and “currently the Silver Consolidated Schools have no scope and sequence or adopted reading 
curriculum”.   These statements, unfortunately, show a lack of real understanding of the common core and the 
development of curriculum beyond that of a “canned” program.  The common core is written as a scope and 
sequence for each grade level, scaffolding the development of skills within each grade level, and through the grade 
levels, kindergarten through 12th grade.  If the common core is foundational and the scope and sequence provide 
the steps to move to mastery, there is not need for a common basal or canned program.  Teachers may use the 
exemplars in reading to build lessons that allow student to learn and master the skills necessary at grade level.  The 
district will be taking a very close look at this during the 2015-16 school year, when they adopt materials for 
reading for kindergarten through eighth grade. 
 
The district also continues to support teachers through grants that provide professional development and 
coaching in literacy in both math and reading.  Professional development is also available to every teacher at 
anytime, through Edivation.  This on-line professional development source allows teachers to collaborate beyond 
their school and the district, and collaborate with teachers anywhere in the nation.  There are many opportunities 
for the staff of the Silver Consolidated Schools to learn new approaches and techniques that will provide success 
in the classroom.   
 
In conclusion, the proposal submitted to the Commission contains many fine ideas about putting in place a school 
that will address the needs of a “targeted population”.  Their intentions are honorable, and they should certainly 
be applauded for their work, but this is not an application for a public school.  This is, at best, a well thought 
through conception for a private school.  It is certainly not the blueprint for an innovative and advanced 
sustainable public school.  It is my hope that the Commission take the points made in this letter and the letters of 
other administrators from the Silver Schools into consideration when making a final decision about approving and 
opening a sixth public elementary school. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Tricia A. Martinez, 
Associate Superintendent of Learning Services 

 
 
 



Silver Consolidated School District 

Facilities Department 
2810 North Swan Street, Silver City, New Mexico, 88061 

505-956-2025, fax 505-956-2030 

 

 
  

Date: August 24, 2015 

 

RE: Facilities Considerations for the Proposed Desert Willow Charter School 

 

 

Desert Willow Charter School proposes setting up 10 portable classrooms utilizing 5 

portables plus a single portable for an office facility (6 total portable buildings). 

 

Considerations: 

1. The District has no spare portables or permanent facilities to contribute to this 

entity at this time. 

2. Source of portable buildings will be from either PSFA leases or direct 

purchases from various sources. 

Purchases and/or leases, depending upon building setup are averaging 

statewide from $75,000.00 to $150,000.00.   Each classroom would have to 

have restroom facilities and depending upon SPED student usage, various 

other specific modifications.  This being the case I would anticipate a budget 

towards the upper end of the state average,  

( 6 x $150,000.000 = $900,000.00 ). 

3. Ancillary facilities will also be required.  Although Desert Willow hopes to 

utilize the Montessori kitchen, cafeteria, etc. spaces for this purpose nothing 

has been finalized.  If it becomes necessary to provide these facilities 

separately it would conservatively cost an additional $500,000.00 increasing 

the facility only cost requirement to $1,400,000.00. 

4. Since the facility cost exceeds $200,000.00 and will require permitting for 

structural, utilities, civils, and life safety, the project will have to be run 

through the PSFA by statute.  Permitting will require architectural drawing 

which will incur additional costs.  These costs will vary depending upon 

where the building are set.  On average this cost would be about 6% of project 

cost adding an additional $54,000.00, ($54,000.00 + $900,000.00 = 

$954,000.00).   

5. Assuming the state unit per elementary student is $5,571.00 and the first year 

for Desert Willow would be funded at the anticipated 120 student they could 

expect approximately $668,520.00.  This is obviously short of the best case 

scenario for the buildings alone, 954,000.00 - $668,520.00 = ($285,480.00). 

This does not take into account staffing, materials, or equipment costs 

necessary to operate a school. 



6. My concern is that if the commission decides to grant this charter, the public 

will then be paying for the same services twice.  It is apparent, from the 

testimony at the public hearing, that these services are already adequately 

being provided by the public school system.  Multiple individuals commented 

on how pleased they were with the services and resulting outcomes their 

children received while under the care of the SPED at Silver Schools. Granted 

there was dissatisfaction expressed as well, but the majority of comments 

praised the applicants while under the employ of Silver Schools.  This raises 

the question: Is it a prudent use of public funds to incur costs to provide 

services which are already being provided following state and federal 

regulation? 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to assist in your decision. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Barry K. Ward 

Director of Facilities and Business Supervisor / SCSD 

 

 































Dear Public Education Commissioners,  

 I am writing in support of the Desert Willow Charter School. As a student pursuing a Master’s 

degree in elementary education and the parent of young child, I see the value of this school from two 

perspectives.  

For my daughter, I hope to send her to a school that recognizes and educates her full potential 

as a human being, incorporating movement, art, and a strong second language program into the 

curriculum. I hope for a school that is rooted in our community and responsive to the needs and 

interests of parents and children. I want to have confidence that my daughter’s education is based on 

child-centric values rather than test-derived mandates. 

As a future educator, I hope our school system can expand approaches to learning to better 

integrate art, language, and the movement needs of young children into the daily routine. Such a system 

would be more effective for learning and more feasible for teaching. It is too easy for teachers to burn 

out within a system so top-heavy that creativity and spontaneity have come to represent divergences 

from the test-driven curriculum. Teachers are bright, caring people with good ideas about how to help 

children learn. Their on-the-ground knowledge and inborn enthusiasm are vital to quality education. 

Public schools are in a state of flux, and there is much at stake. The top-down mandates of rigid 

curriculum and high stakes testing have contorted our system to the point that our policies no longer 

reflect student, family, and teacher needs. I have the utmost respect for teachers and administrators 

working within this system, and I do think many children have positive experiences at our local schools.  

However, as a parent and community member, I want to see the best interests of the child 

reestablished as guiding principles for public education. Educators and parents within our community, 

who understand the needs of parents and children, have forged the vision for this school. They are far 

more informed on and invested in my child’s education than anyone at the state, federal, or corporate 

level. I support this vision for elementary education in Grant County. Please allow us the opportunity to 

provide the best possible education for our children. 

   Thank you,  

   Hillary Pierce 
   Hillary.pierce@outlook.com 
   (575) 956-7135 
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