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IN MEMORIAM: ROB DEAN 1954– 2020 
ROB DEAN  was an ardent journalist and a gentleman, in a business that doesn’t  

always favor gentlemen. His job title at Searchlight New Mexico was executive  

director, but in truth he was our captain. 

When he died suddenly on January 5, our world shifted. 

Rob was a big bear of a man who radiated instant warmth, putting people at 

ease and making them feel recognized. He genuinely cared about other people and 

they knew it; he was the guy you actually hoped to run into at the water cooler. 

A clear and creative thinker, he could pinpoint a problem and distill a solution 

in record time. He had an uncanny ability to cut to the chase and express himself  

with precision. It was a gift, looking back, that bore a relationship to his deep knowl-

edge of military history. 

Twelve years ago, Rob went back to school and earned a master’s degree from  

Norwich University, a private military college in Vermont. 

Why military history? The reason, as he told his wife, Toni, was because he figured 

you had to study war to help prevent it. The national political scene distressed him 

greatly. Journalism, he believed, was a bulwark against the erosion of democracy.

He became our executive director in May 2018, one week before we lost major  

funding from a foundation we had relied on for ongoing support. Our future sud- 

denly looked dire, and Searchlight was faced with the prospect of laying off our 

tiny staff and closing our doors. 

Rob was instrumental in righting the course. His time here was consumed with  

raising  money and keeping us afloat. He accomplished that goal splendidly: Thanks  

to him, we are now on solid ground, prepared to push forward with our mission 

to create high-impact investigative journalism focused on issues of local, regional 

and national interest.

But he will be remembered for so much more. He was unfailingly kind, generous,  

gracious and open-hearted. These words are clichés, but in Rob Dean’s case, they 

are the words that come to the lips of all who knew him. 
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them as Searchlight’s. That’s because we partner with  

almost every news outlet in the state, providing them with 

what amounts to an investigative team they otherwise 

could not afford in this era of shriveled media resources. 

Our stories and photographs are increasingly published 

across the nation and, indeed, the world—bringing New 

Mexico’s concerns to readers of High Country News, The 

Guardian, The Marshall Project and Der Spiegel. In only two 

years, our work has received several national awards, and 

we are deeply honored. 

Of course, the real honor is in telling stories that lead to 

substantive change for New Mexicans. If nothing else, we 

hope the next generation of children will meet the camera 

with a different expectation in their eyes. Y
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SINCE LAUNCHING TWO YEARS AGO, Searchlight New 

Mexico has forged a different path. We set out to produce 

high-impact investigative journalism and then chose to 

focus our attention on issues affecting children and fam-

ilies. Not the typical political corruption stories that most  

investigative journalists regard as their bread and butter. 

We sought out funding from private philanthropists and 

public foundations—and then gave our work away to every 

newspaper and news outlet that was willing to carry it.

This past year we did something even more unusual. We 

organized an art exhibit, a historic retrospective of photo- 

graphs of New Mexican children dating back to the 1880s. 

Again, not something you’d expect from an investigative 

journalism organization.

As soon as we assembled the photographs—an extra- 

ordinary collection of images by the likes of Edward S. Curtis,  

Russell Lee and Dorothea Lange—we were confronted by 

an eerie sensation. 

What is it about New Mexico that is so exquisitely time- 

less and yet so maddeningly resistant to change? It was  

immediately clear that many of the photographs dating 

back a century could just as easily have been taken in 2019.

See for yourself. The photos at the centerpiece of this 

magazine are reprints of several that appeared in the  

exhibit at the Historic Santa Fe Foundation. 

A strong theme emerges from these pages. They pres-

ent some of our most important reporting: stories of children 

whose futures have been jeopardized because of historic 

inequities, the indifference of politicians, and a stubborn 

bureaucracy. At every level—from federal and state bodies  

to the local school district—that bureaucracy has failed 

them time and again.

The eyes of the children staring out from these pages 

say that it has always been so. And yet that needn’t be  

the case. Searchlight’s mandate is to shine a light into the 

recesses of government abuse and negligence, to confront 

racial and economic inequities, and to tell compelling  

stories that elicit real change. 

With that in mind, we have done something different 

with this year’s magazine. We added an editor’s note to  

almost every story, and in this note we asked ourselves: 

What did this piece actually accomplish? Did it lead to 

systemic change? Did it create accountability? Or was it 

simply an exercise in futility? 

We ask these tough questions because without impact,  

an investigative news organization like Searchlight has  

little reason to exist. Our stories have triggered state  invest- 

igations, inspired legislative action, and sparked massive 

changes in some of New Mexico’s most unwieldy bureau- 

cracies. One of our investigations led to the closing of  

the state’s largest foster care agency. Another precceded  

the suspension of the Questa School Board by the Public  

Education Department. A month after our story about the  

contamination of groundwater in the heart of eastern New  

Mexico’s dairy land, the New Mexico Environment Depart- 

ment filed suit against the U.S. Air Force, charging that the 

military had “created an imminent and substantial en- 

dangerment to human health and the environment.” 

Almost all our stories have stimulated public dialogue 

and influenced statewide elections.

You can read them in full on our website (searchlightnm.

org), though many readers consume them in New Mexico’s  

newspapers and media outlets—without ever recognizing

 

WHAT IS IT ABOUT NEW MEXICO THAT IS SO EXQUISITELY  
TIMELESS AND YET S0 MADDENINGLY RESISTANT TO CHANGE?  
———————————————————

———————————————————
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WILLIAM DEBUYS is the author of nine books, including 

The Last Unicorn: A Search for One of Earth’s Rarest Crea-

tures (listed by the Christian Science Monitor as one of  

the 10 best nonfiction books of 2015), A Great Aridness:  

Climate Change and the Future of the American West 

(2011), The Walk (2008), Salt Dreams (1999, which inspired 

the 2017 movie, The Colorado), and River of Traps (a 1991 

Pulitzer finalist). In 2015 his first book, Enchantment and  

Exploitation (1985), was reissued in a revised and expanded  

30th-anniversary edition. He was a 2008-2009 Guggen-

heim Fellow. 

DON J. USNER was born in Embudo, New Mexico, and has 

written and provided photos for several books, including The 

Natural History of Big Sur; Sabino’s Map: Life in Chimayó’s  

Old Plaza; Benigna’s Chimayó: Cuentos from the Old Plaza; 

Valles Caldera: A Vision for New Mexico’s National Preserve  

(also a winner of a Southwest Book Award); and Chasing 

Dichos through Chimayó (finalist for a 2015 New Mexico- 

Arizona Book Award). Don contributed a chapter and  

photographs to The Plazas of New Mexico (also a winner  

of Southwest Book Award), and writes for periodicals as  

well. His photographs were featured in the photography 

journal Lenswork and in an online blog of The New Yorker.

CHRISTIAN MARQUEZ was born and raised in the Land 

of Enchantment and has spent his career thus far exploring  

the stories of the people who call it home. Christian was  

accepted into the Dow Jones News Fund internship pro-

gram, and started as an intern at Searchlight in 2018. His  

past work has focused on the issues of health care access, 

housing security and homelessness, but also economic 

development and job growth. He is a graduate of the  

University of New Mexico and is based in Albuquerque  

and Santa Fe.

Born and raised in Albuquerque, NICK PACHELLI  has  

reported on health, crime, and justice for a mix of print 

and digital publications. In 2019, he was a finalist for the  

Livingston Award, an award honoring the best storytell-

ing by journalists under the age of 35 across all forms of  

journalism. Nick’s work has appeared in The New York  Times,  

Esquire, High Country News, and other outlets. He is a 

graduate of Loyola Marymount University and received 

a master’s from Columbia University.

AMY LINN  has written about social issues and child well- 

being throughout her career, starting at the Miami Herald  

and including work for the Philadelphia Inquirer and Bloom- 

berg News. She was the recipient of a 2015 Alicia Patterson 

Journalism Fellowship to write about teenagers on death 

row; the resulting stories appeared in The New York Times, 

Salon and other publications. Linn has been an editor at 

Outside Magazine and Wired as well as a freelancer for 

magazines, both digital and traditional. She is the former  

editor of the Criminal Justice Project, an investigative  

reporting unit that covered New Mexico’s troubled justice 

system.

ADRIA MALCOLM is an independent visual journalist and 

cinematographer based in Albuquerque. She has contrib- 

uted to stories for The New York Times, The Washington 

Post, The Wall Street Journal, The Atlantic, ProPublica, and 

more. She focuses on long-term and immersive storytell-

ing that explores substance abuse disorders, incarceration,  

and socioeconomic disparities. In addition to her work as 

a visual journalist, she is a guest teaching artist at Working 

Classroom, a nonprofit after-school program in the Barelas 

neighborhood of Albuquerque, instructing workshops for 

middle and high school students from under-represented 

communities in the arts.

ANTHONY JACKSON  is an independent visual journalist 

based in Albuquerque. He interned at Searchlight as a Dow 

Jones News Fund fellow where he gathered data, edited 

and shot video and photos. 

CONTRIBUTORS
SARA SOLOVITCH is the executive editor of Searchlight 

New Mexico. Her investigative and long-form stories have 

been published in Esquire, Wired, Politico, and The Washing- 

ton Post. As a staff reporter at the Philadelphia Inquirer, she 

covered education, courts and special projects. A former 

health columnist for the San Jose Mercury News, Solovitch 

traveled throughout New Mexico and Alaska while reporting 

for the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation on health care in 

underserved areas. Her book Playing Scared: A History and 

Memoir of Stage Fright was published by Bloomsbury in 2015. 

ED WILLIAMS has reported on poverty, public health and 

the environment in the U.S. and Latin America for digital,  

print and radio media outlets since 2005. He came to  

Searchlight by way of KUNM Public Radio in Albuquerque, 

where he worked as a reporter covering public health. Ed’s 

work has appeared in the Austin American-Statesman,  

NPR, Columbia Journalism Review, and other  publications. 

He earned a master’s in journalism from the University of  

Texas at Austin in 2010. 

IKE SWETLITZ  has traveled the world to hold policy- 

makers, businesses, and scientists accountable. He focuses 

on criminal justice, and also writes about education and 

health care. Before coming to Searchlight, he covered  

health and medical science at STAT in Boston and Wash-

ington, D.C. Ike graduated from Yale with a degree in  

physics and is based in Albuquerque.

APRIL REESE has covered the environment and science  

in the Southwest for 12 years. Before joining Searchlight in 

April 2019, she freelanced for various magazines and news 

outlets, including Popular Science, Outside, The Guardian, 

and Scientific American. She’s a Pulitzer Center on Crisis 

Reporting grantee and has been an editor at Discover 

magazine and Cosmos in Australia. She also once worked 

as E&E’s Southwest reporter and as a producer at Radio  

High Country News. Reese has a master’s degree in envi- 

ronmental studies from the Yale School of Forestry and  

Environmental Studies. 

Photo: Don J. Usner
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DIRE STREETS: Roadways and Broken Promises 
on the Navajo Nation

The federal government and its Bureau of Indian Affairs 
have historically failed to furnish even the most basic 

infrastructure necessary to operate local schools.

BY AMY LINN AND ALYSA L ANDRY  |   APRIL 2, 2019

PHOTOGRAPHS BY DON J. USNER   
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SANOSTEE, N.M. — Sharon Begay knows this road by heart.

The 43-year-old mother of two has spent a lifetime  

memorizing the jagged surface and thuggish boulders  

that define Indian Service Route 5010. Locals just call it  

“the road” and gauge distances with landmarks: windmills, 

S-curves, a water tower covered with graffiti that once 

served as the town’s main source of gossip.

It’s an unpaved byway in the Sanostee Chapter of the 

Navajo Nation that feeds a network of unnamed dirt roads,  

serving hundreds of families in the shadows of the Chuska 

Mountains. Generations of Begay’s family have herded  

sheep along this road; as a child she traveled it by horse-

back, alongside her father.

But this road also broke Begay’s heart.

On a rainy day in the winter of 2004, her father col-

lapsed in front of the cluster of small, wood-frame homes 

where she and her extended family still live. The energetic  

man of 75 had just arrived home from tending the family’s  

60-odd head of sheep. He got out of his truck and crum-

pled to the ground. The rain that day was relentless, the 

mud impenetrable.

“It took three ambulances to finally get him,” Begay 

said. “The first ambulance got stuck in the mud, then the 

second got stuck.” Nearly four hours passed before the 

third ambulance reached him. He died in the hospital 

shortly afterward.

“I’ve always wondered whether he could have lived long- 

er, if the road was better,” Begay said. “I’ll wonder that all 

my life.”

Nearly everyone in the Sanostee Chapter has a story 

about Indian Service Route 5010, a seven-mile corridor 

that connects as many as 2,500 residents to the outside 

world — or denies them access altogether. 

“During winter or early spring, life really revolves around 

the condition of the road,” Sanostee Chapter President 

Frank Smith said. “People leave early in the morning when 

the ground is still frozen, and they can’t come home until 

it’s frozen again.”

Rain or snow transforms the dirt into mud so thick that 

15-ton school buses get mired up to their axles. School  

districts cancel classes.

People can’t get to work or reach the main highway,  

U.S. 491, to access grocery stores — the nearest of which is  

40 miles north.

 

 

 

 

 

 

The chapter’s Authorized Local Emergency Response Team 

(ALERT) routinely dispatches volunteers to check on the 

most vulnerable residents, delivering food, wood and hay 

for livestock. The mud bogs derail ambulances or delay 

their arrival for hours or even days. In the worst cases, aid 

comes by helicopter.

“This has been forever a problem,” said LaVerda Wash-

burn, a member of Sanostee’s Road Committee, a group 

formed two years ago to address Route 5010. “Every time 

it rains between November and March, we pray. The road 

grabs people and doesn’t let go. It has a hold on all of us.”

At about 27,000 square miles, or roughly the size of West 

Virginia, the Navajo Nation is the country’s largest Indian 

reservation. It is also one of the most rural pieces of Amer- 

ica, spanning parts of three western states and boasting 

some of the most iconic vistas in the world.

Since time immemorial, the Navajo have laid claim to 

these stark landscapes, where daily life and survival are 

intimately tied to the earth, to changing seasons, and to 

the traditions passed from one generation to the next. 

Although collective oral histories stretch back thousands 

of years, most family stories begin in 1868—the year the  

Navajo signed a treaty with the United States that ended 

their incarceration at Bosque Redondo and allowed them 

to return to their ancestral homeland.

In addition to creating a Navajo reservation, the treaty 

spelled out the responsibilities of the federal government. 

In exchange for peace and the relinquishment of Navajo 

claims to land outside the reservation, the government 

pledged to provide a school house and a teacher for every 

30 students.

The promises were essentially worthless. The federal  

government and its Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) have  

historically failed to furnish even the most basic infrastruc-

ture necessary to operate local schools. Among the most 

“Sometimes we have to wait two weeks  
  before we can get out. There are times    
  when nothing works — not the tractor  
  with chains, not the four-wheeler, not  
  shoveling by hand. We just have to wait.”
  –EMIL BENALLY

—————————
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lambasted the federal government and the BIA for their 

neglect of tribal transportation systems.

Of the 1 1,600 miles of road on the Navajo Nation, 9,000 

miles are dirt, according to Garret Silversmith, director of 

the Navajo Division of Transportation.

NDOT operates with a yearly budget of about $60  

million, money that comes from the Federal Highway  

Administration, fuel excise taxes and the tribe’s general 

operating fund. Of that, more than $5 million per year goes 

to blading—or grading—unpaved roads. Blading costs  

$750 per mile, and it lasts only until the next big rain. The 

$5 million budget covers blading for 15 miles of roads per 

chapter, per quarter.

“If you add that up, it’s 60 miles per chapter per year,” 

Silversmith said. “So we can only focus on the highest priority 

routes. Because blading just smooths the surface, we end 

up blading the same 15 miles four times every year.”

The cost for permanent improvements is astronomical. 

According to the most recent estimates, pavement costs 

$3 million per mile, while cheaper alternatives like double 

chip seal or gravel cost $350,000 and $250,000 per mile, 

respectively. Just putting down gravel on all the Navajo 

Nation’s roads would cost more than $2 billion.

 Now nearing 70, Emil Benally and his wife, Jean, are 

raising their 4-year-old great-grandson on the small farm 

that has sustained six generations of his family. 

That farm, nestled deep in a secluded canyon and  

accessible only by way of a winding, rugged lane, marks 

one end of Route 5010. Before it washed out years ago, the 

road connected Sanostee to Toadlena and Two Grey Hills, 

communities to the south that are known for their historic 

trading posts. Today, 5010 dead-ends just past Benally’s 

house, seven miles from the nearest paved road.

 “The road has always been difficult,” Benally said. 

“Sometimes we have to wait two weeks before we can get 

out. There are times when nothing works—not the tractor 

with chains, not the four-wheeler, not shoveling by hand. 

We just have to wait.”

He hopes his great-grandson won’t have to battle for a 

road all of his life, as so many Navajo have done.

“If you live in a city with paved roads, you can’t even 

imagine this,” Benally said. “It’s like we’re lost somewhere 

in the past.” Y

 

obvious failures: federal agencies refused to construct 

roads that would allow children to ride a bus to schools 

near their home. Instead, they were sent to distant board-

ing schools that stripped them of their Native language 

and culture.

A 1969 Congressional report excoriated the BIA for  

refusing to create basic roadways that would allow Native 

American families to stay intact and access an educa-

tion. Not much has changed in the last 50 years. With a  

population hovering around 400, Sanostee is a tight-knit  

community where people look out for each other, often 

driving long distances to check on elderly residents or de-

liver care packages. Yet one rain storm can cut the chapter 

in pieces, washing out bridges and culverts and stranding 

residents. 

Amber Kanazbah Crotty, who represents Sanostee on 

the Navajo Nation Council, called the lack of infrastructure 

an abuse of human rights and a violation of the federal 

government’s treaty obligations.

“This systemic negligence has led to lost opportunity, 

education, economic development and ability for com-

munities to thrive,” she said. “In denying us roads, the  

federal government has denied us access to basic human 

rights like education and health care.”

For Cindy Theodore, transportation coordinator for the 

Central Consolidated School District (CCSD), watching the 

weather and predicting road conditions is a full-time job. 

The nearly 3,000-square-mile school district in rural north-

west New Mexico serves a predominantly Navajo student 

population, and 95 percent of its bus routes are dirt.

The district implements a system of “bad weather 

stops” for as many as 15 days per year. That means school 

buses don’t travel their full route because of rain, snow or 

mud — forcing parents to deliver their children to alternate 

locations, or to keep them home until the roads dry out.

In the last decade, the road crisis in Indian Country 

has been the topic of at least eight U.S. Senate hearings, 

during which New Mexico’s Congressional delegation has  

The cost for permanent improvements  
is astronomical. According to the most  
recent estimates, pavement costs 
$3 million per mile, while cheaper  
alternatives like double chip seal or  
gravel cost $350,000 and $250,000  
per mile, respectively. Just putting  
down gravel on all the Navajo Nation’s 
roads would cost more than $2 billion.

“My time on the Navajo Nation left me with 

  lasting friendships and an equally lasting  

  sense of outrage about the conditions I saw:  

  homes without heat, electricity, or clean     

  running water, and mud roads that make life   

  absolutely treacherous. I’m astonished that  

  politicians have the chutzpah to lie every year 

  about how they’ll fix the problems, which  

  never, ever get fixed.”

 2 AMY LINN

—————————
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BY APRIL REESE  |  AUGUST 27, 2019  | 

GILA NATIONAL FOREST — In the shadow of a cliff, 

15-year-old Nathan spools an arc of fishing line into the  

Gila River and waits. Tall and watchful, the teen has been 

quiet for most of the day during this outing, organized by 

Families and Youth Incorporated (FYI), a Las Cruces non-

profit that works with troubled kids. 

A little while ago, at a swimming hole downstream,  

Nathan stood on the bank skipping stones while the other 

kids whooped and splashed and jumped from depressions 

in the cliff face into the cool water. He doesn’t know how to 

swim. Now he stands in the middle of the river, wet sneakers  

forgotten, watching the water in front of him for any sign  

of movement. Finally, a tug: He reels a fist-sized fish into  

the bright August light. For the first time today, he is smiling. 

Like the other teenagers on this trip, Nathan has broken 

society’s rules — all the kids are on probation — and this day  

on the river is meant to be a kind of therapy as much as  

a recreational outing. Research suggests that getting out 

into nature is good for kids’ mental and physical health — 

possibly even more so for troubled kids — and trip leaders 

are hoping time on the river will ease those troubles. Through 

a local program that steers kids on probation to healthy  

activities, this group — nine boys and one girl — is here in 

the water for a day, two hours from home and a world 

away from their day-to-day lives. 

One 15-year-old got expelled from multiple schools for 

selling weed. Another, Adam, skipped school and left home 

without permission one too many times and has to wear 

an ankle monitor. Many live lives marked by trauma and 

poverty; 37 percent of kids in Doña Ana County, which in-

cludes Las Cruces, live below the poverty level, compared 

to 26 percent of children statewide. But here on the river,  

all of those worries fall away. 

“A lot of these kids have never seen any of this stuff,” 

says Thomas Zubia, one of the FYI guides, during the ride 

from Las Cruces to the Gila. “There’s a lot of mumbling and  

grumbling all the way, until they get out there.” 

JJ, the jokester of the group, pipes up from the back  

of the van. “There’s no data out here? I’m already going  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

crazy.”  Three hours later, he’s jumping off the rocks into the 

river again and again, laughing. 

 This outing may look like kids just having fun, but it  

could be part of the solution to one of New Mexico’s most 

stubborn problems. For years, the state has ranked last in  

child well-being and second-to-last in childhood eco- 

nomic well-being. While reversing those trends will require 

a range of remedies, a new program that emerged from 

this year’s legislative session promotes an important but  

often overlooked one: getting children outside.

 The Outdoor Equity Fund (OEF) — the first of its kind in 

the nation — will provide micro-grants to nonprofit organi-

zations like FYI as well as local governments and tribes, to 

purchase fishing poles, tents, and other outdoor equipment 

and to cover the cost of transportation and entry fees to 

recreation areas. A 2018 report from the Outdoor Industry  

Association found that a decreasing number of young adults 

engage in outdoor recreation, and expensive equipment 

was the primary reason. Cost may also help explain why,  

here in the Southwest, 60 percent of people living within 

50 miles of a national forest identify as people of color, 

but they account for only about 19 percent of national 

forest visitors, according to a 2018 study in the Journal of 

Forestry.

On today’s trip, the fishing pole Nathan uses to snag 

his fish — a native Sonora sucker — is a loaner from Nuestra 

Tierra Conservation Project founder Gabe Vasquez, one of 

the architects of the new law and the outing’s volunteer 

fishing guide. If FYI succeeds in winning an OEF grant — it 

plans to apply as soon as the state begins accepting ap-

plications — it can buy poles to keep on hand to loan out 

to kids, hire a paid guide, and do these kinds of trips more  

 

THIS LAND 
IS THEIR 
LAND

NEW LAW AIMS TO HELP MORE NEW MEXICO KIDS GET OUTSIDE
———————————————————

With such a high percentage of kids living 
in poverty, the state needed a dedicated 
program to ensure more disadvantaged 
youth get to enjoy outdoor experiences.

PHOTOGRAPHY BY ANTHONY JACKSON

—————————
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often. “This is the potential of the Outdoor Equity Fund,” says 

Vasquez, who is also a Las Cruces city councilor. Growing  

up in Juárez and El Paso, he learned firsthand how transfor-

mative spending time in nature can be for a troubled kid. 

With such a high percentage of kids living in poverty, the 

state needed a dedicated program to ensure more disad-

vantaged children get to enjoy outdoor experiences like  

this one, says Rep. Angelica Rubio (D-Doña Ana), who coau-

thored the legislation.

A host of studies show just how much good the outdoors 

can do. A study led by environmental psychologist Nancy 

M. Wells of Cornell University found that kids in rural upstate  

New York—particularly those with high stress levels— showed  

greater resilience to stress and adversity when they were 

close to natural areas. Other research suggests that time in 

nature improves concentration and social skills and eases 

depression.

“ADD goes down just walking through trees in an urban 

park, and kids need to move more and of course that’s  

easier to do outside,” says Richard Louv, who wrote an  

influential book called Last Child in the Woods: Saving Our 

Children From Nature Deficit Disorder, about the decline 

in kids’ outdoor activity in recent decades and the conse-

quences for health and well-being. “It helps creativity, and 

kids learn more when they’re outdoors.”

Louv acknowledges that for some kids — especially those 

who have never been exposed to the outdoors — venturing 

into nature can be off-putting, at least at first. When he 

and other guides took a group of teenage gang mem-

bers into the woods near San Diego, “These big guys with  

tattoos were terrified,” he recalls. Used to the rhythms of 

the city, the sounds of wind rustling the trees and creatures 

scampering across the forest floor were entirely foreign to 

them. But it didn’t take long for them to embrace their new  

environment. “By the end of the day they were 8-year-olds 

jumping over a creek.” 

Before the group hikes back to the vans, Zubia takes 

a last look at the kids playing in the water. Whoops and  

laughter echo against the cliff face. “You saw them at the 

beginning,” he says, watching them from the river bank. “They  

were like, ‘No, I don’t want to do this.’ Now look at them.” Y

     CHILDHOOD 
CRIME,

              FORVER 
                   TIME

“This was one of the most fun stories I’ve  

  reported for Searchlight. Spending the day   

  with the kids in the wilds of the Gila National   

  Forest — one of the most beautiful and eco-

  logically important areas of the state — and 

  watching them light up away from the cares 

  and troubles of the world was really special.” 

 2 APRIL REESE

THE YOUNGEST OF SIX CHILDREN, John Gamble was 

born in his parents’ bedroom. His sister, Mary, nine  years  

older than her kid brother, changed his diapers and helped  

potty-train him.

The family lived across the street from a city park in 

Carlsbad, where Mary took him to play on the swings and 

the merry-go-round. As he grew older, he became an avid 

sportsman: football, baseball, tennis, gymnastics. “It wasn’t 

unusual to see him on the front page of the newspaper  

for one sport or another,” Mary said. When he was 12 years  

 

 

 

 

old, his face peered out from behind a football helmet 

on Page One of the Carlsbad Current-Argus—he was the  

quarterback for the Spartans, a local youth team.

Four years later, John was on the front page for a  

different reason—killing a friend. A jury found him guilty 

of first-degree murder, and a judge sent him to prison for  

60 years.

“For the things I’ve done, there’s no making up for it,” 

Gamble, now 27, said, as a guard stood watch during an 

interview at Lea County Correctional Facility in Hobbs. 

Thousands of men and women across the country are serving 
life sentences for something they did as children

———————————————————
BY IKE SWETLITZ  |  SEPTEMBER 24, 2019  |  PHOTOGRAPHS BY DON J, USNER
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Gamble is one of about three dozen New Mexicans  

currently incarcerated for 30 years or more for crimes they 

committed under the age of 18, according to a Search- 

light review.

Now, State Sen. Bill O’Neill (D-Bernalillo) is working on 

legislation to give people like Gamble another chance at 

life outside of prison. 

“There’s always the chance for rehabilitation,” said 

O’Neill, who stressed that this wouldn’t be a “free ticket  

out of jail.” As always, the parole board could deny release  

if it decides the inmate isn’t ready to re-enter society. 

The potential legislative change rests on a growing 

body of science showing that young brains are not fully  

developed—and, by implication, that children should be 

held to a different standard than adults. That science  

already has convinced the U.S. Supreme Court that chil-

dren deserve more leniency and has influenced sentencing 

laws across the country.

“Children are better than the worst thing that they’ve 

done,” said Denali Wilson, a third-year student at the  

University of New Mexico Law School. She is collaborat-

ing with lawyers, academics, and advocates on behalf of 

children who’ve been given long adult sentences. “No one 

deserves to be irrevocably judged on their place in society 

based on their adolescence.”

Thousands of men and women across the country are 

serving life sentences, or sentences of 50 years or more,  

for something they did as children, according to The Sen-

tencing Project, a Washington, D.C.-based organization 

that advocates for criminal justice reform. At the end of 

2016, the number stood at about 12,000.

Scientists agree that young people are more able to  

change than adults, but each case is unique. In New Mex- 

ico, many of the children serving long adult sentences 

were convicted of murder. Yet little research has been 

done on children who kill. For that reason, “it’s hard to  

say how at-risk they are, or how treatable they are,” said 

Kent Kiehl, a UNM professor of psychology, neuroscience, 

and law who has studied prisoners.

Last month in Albuquerque, the American Civil Liberties 

Union of New Mexico ran a workshop for the families of 

prisoners incarcerated for crimes committed as juveniles. 

Mary Cross, Gamble’s older sister, flew in from Houston. 

She wanted to tell lawmakers about what she sees as her  

brother’s growth over the past decade—his generosity, 

leadership, and academic accomplishments. He gradu- 

ated from a seminary training program in 2017. He mentors 

fellow inmates. He plays guitar in a Christian worship band.

“Yes, they’re serving time, but they’re people,” Cross 

said of inmates like her brother. “They have the capacity  

to change. Why not help them be beneficial members  

of society?” 

The U.S. is unique among nations for its focus on incar-

ceration, locking away just over 2 million adults in prisons 

and jails, more than any other country, according to the 

World Prison Brief, a database run by the University of  

London. According to the data, the U.S. incarceration rate 

is about twice that of Russia and five times China’s. 

 The details of Gamble’s crime are brutal.

One night in 2008, when he was 16, he got into a fight 

with a friend. The two had previously broken into a school 

together, and Gamble suspected that his friend had ratted 

him out to the police. Gamble punched him repeatedly, 

kneed him in the head, and hit him with a rifle, according  

to court records. When the friend, 15, stopped moving, 

Gamble doused the body with gasoline and set it on fire.

At the beginning of his 60-year sentence, he spent 

nearly a year and a half in solitary confinement, locked 

in his cell 23 hours a day—and when he went outside, he  

said, he was confined to a private cage. A New Mexico  

Department of Corrections spokesperson said that Gam-

ble was separated from the general prison population for 

his own safety.

Whether such long sentences make sense for children, 

even those who commit terribly violent acts, has been  

challenged by recent scientific developments. Advanced 

imaging techniques allow rsearchers to “look, almost voy- 

euristically, under the hood of the teenage brain,” said BJ 

Casey, a psychology professor at Yale University. What she  

and other researchers are finding confirms common wis- 

dom: In many cases, younger people are more impulsive 

The U.S. is unique among nations for its 
focus on incarceration, locking away just 
over 2 million adults in prisons and jails — 
more than any other country.

and tend to think less about future consequences than  

adults. They’re often easily influenced by peers and highly 

susceptible to emotions. 

As the brain grows, people are better able to make  

rational decisions. In a recent article, Casey wrote that the 

brain keeps developing past age 20, which further calls into  

question the practice of doling out adult punishments to 

teenagers. 

Pinpointing the moment at which the change occurs  

is tricky, however. Casey has done research in cognitive 

neuroscience for 25 years. Yet, she said, it’s still “very hard 

for me to say that there’s a time point at which the brain  

is mature, or at adult levels.”

The U.S. Supreme Court has used the latest science 

to justify limiting situations where youths receive adult  

sentences. In 2010, it ruled that children convicted of 

crimes other than homicide could not be sent to prison 

for the rest of their lives. In 2012, it set strict limits on when  

judges can hand out life sentences without parole to  

children who commit murder. And in 2016, it ruled that  

the 2012 decision applied retroactively.

“They’ve revolutionized sentencing,” said Marsha Levick, 

co-founder and chief legal officer at the Juvenile Law 

Center, a Philadelphia nonprofit law firm that advocates 

for children.

“The court said, we know you committed murder, but 

you who committed this murder under the age of 18 are 

entitled to a second chance,” Levick said. “You are entitled 

to demonstrate growth and maturity and rehabilitation. 

You’re entitled to a chance at redemption.” 

In 1975, New Mexico banned the death penalty for  

juveniles. It wasn’t until 2005 that the U.S. Supreme Court 

outlawed the practice around the country.

And in 1993, New Mexico set a high bar for sending  

juveniles to adult prison. Even children who commit certain  

violent crimes—second-degree murder, kidnapping and 

robbery—can only be sent to adult prison if the state 

demonstrates they cannot be treated therapeutically. Only 

youths who commit first-degree murder can receive a life 

sentence. In New Mexico, a life sentence means 30 years  

in prison, followed by parole hearings every two years. 

While New Mexico’s laws are relatively lenient, there 

are at least 87 men and women currently incarcerated in 

adult prisons with sentences of 10 years or more for crimes 

they committed as children, according to a Searchlight 

analysis of court documents, state data and information 

provided by Wilson, the UNM law student. That includes 39 

people serving a sentence of 30 years or more, many of 

whom could remain in prison for the rest of their lives. Y

IMPACT:
Y New Mexico legislators are considering a 

    change in the law that would give people like 

     John Gamble an earlier chance at parole.

“This was a hard story to report and write. It’s     

  not my role to say whether someone who  

  committed a heinous crime should or shouldn’t  

  stay in prison. But as states consider changing 

  these laws, it’s important to understand the  

  stories of the people who would be affected 

  by them.” 

  2 IKE SWETLITZ

—————————
While New Mexico’s laws are relatively 
lenient, there are at least 87 men and 
women currently incarcerated in adult 
prisons with sentences of 10 years or more 
for crimes they committed as children. 

—————————

—————————
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ALBUQUERQUE – Jamari Nelson likes action figures and 

video games—the “usual kid stuff,” as the 7-year-old put it.  

One of his favorite activities is making slime out of glue, 

laundry detergent, and other household chemicals. “I sort 

of really recommend this one for stress and stuff,” he said, 

showing off a mustard-yellow slime the consistency of Silly  

Putty. He likes squeezing it, feeling it ooze between his  

fingers, stretching it until it becomes so thin that it melts. 

“That’s the cool thing about science,” Jamari said. “You 

don’t really know what’s going to happen.”

Jamari’s science experiments only happen at home these 

days. In January, his mother pulled him out of Albuquerque 

Public Schools after the staff at Collet Park Elementary  

conducted a “threat assessment” on her first-grader, who 

has autism. Introduced around the country two decades 

ago, threat assessments originally were intended to identify 

children who might commit mass shootings.

“He’s not a threat,” said Agatha Cooper, his mom. “He is 

a student who is struggling.”

Jamari’s predicament illustrates a systemic problem in 

Albuquerque and serves as a warning to schools nationwide. 

In well-meaning attempts to prevent gun violence and 

keep students safe, many districts have implemented threat  

assessment procedures that can stigmatize whole groups of 

students, most notably kids with disabilities. That’s precisely 

what’s occurring in Albuquerque, where these assessments 

have become commonplace — and where Jamari’s evalua-

tion could remain on his school records for years to come.

An APS spokesperson said in an email that “while the 

presence of a threat assessment might be considered a 

stigma, APS’s priority is to provide safety for the student  

and the APS community.” 

Jamari’s assessment followed a January 22 classroom  

incident, when he was asked to stop playing a game on 

an iPad and get to work. The boy—about 4 feet tall and  

weighing 50 pounds—didn’t obey. After a teaching assist- 

ant took the tablet from his hands, he grabbed some  

pencils and tried to jab her. Another adult intervened and  

tried to physically restrain Jamari. He bit her, and then hit 

a teacher on the head with a whiteboard, drawing blood. 

“Everybody back up and nobody gets hurt,” Jamari  

said, according to testimony presented at a nine-day  

public hearing.

The next day, he was deemed a “high-level threat” to  

the school.

During the 2018 –19 school year, APS carried out 834 

threat assessments, according to district data. It was the  

third consecutive year in which a disproportionate number  

of the assessments was conducted on special education 

students and African-American children. 

Last school year, kids in special education, who made 

up just 18 percent of the total student population, were  

the subject of 469, or 56 percent, of all threat assessments  

in Albuquerque. Meanwhile, 80 assessments, or 9.6 percent,  

were conducted on African-American children, who consti- 

tute only 2.6 percent of the student body.

Jamari belongs to both groups.

DEARTH OF DATA

In Albuquerque, threat assessments reflect national pat-

terns of inequity: federal data show that black students and 

students with disabilities are far more likely to be suspended, 

expelled, or arrested at school than their peers. 

“I don’t think it’s terribly hard to say there is a disparity 

here,” said Kristen Harper, director for policy development  

at Child Trends, a research institute in Bethesda, Md., refer-

ring to the overrepresentation of black students. She also 

pointed out that APS’s threat assessment forms list certain 

disabilities as reasons to consider students threatening: 

“The bias is present. It’s written. It’s stated. It’s plain.”

The director of APS’s threat assessment program said  

the large representation of special education students 

makes sense. “A lot of special education kids, they have  

a disability, and they say things that, you know, are scary 

to people,” said Larry Fortess. “They just don’t know how to 

communicate in an appropriate way.”

 Threat assessment protocols were imported into schools 

in the late 1990s after a series of school shootings terrified 

parents and students around the country. The protocols 

were derived from a U.S. Secret Service strategy to prevent 

political assassinations.

HUNDREDS OF SPECIAL ED STUDENTS ID’D AS POTENTIAL THREATS

   WHO’S THE 
THREAT?

BY IKE SWETLITZ  |   OCTOBER 15,  2019
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Stewart received a cache of information—the details of  

the January 22 altercation, and the entire threat assess-

ment process that followed. 

 “I was completely shocked,” Cooper said, adding that 

“people were interacting with him like a violent criminal,  

not like a student with autism.”

The documents ascribed “perceived injustices, humilia-

tion, or disrespect” to Jamari, whose dad pointed out that 

the boy had been restrained multiple times by school staff. 

 “What do you mean it’s ‘perceived’?” Malcolm Cooper 

demanded. “They’re just trying to say that’s like, in his own 

mind? The injustices? I mean, being held down in front of 

the whole class—that is humiliating.”

The January 22 incident was distressing for many of  those  

involved. Agatha Cooper reported that her son felt terrible  

about having hurt a teacher, and that he couldn’t sleep 

for days: “Mom, I saw blood all over her face,” he said, 

according to her testimony at the public hearing. “Am [I]  

like a killer kid or something? Am I a bad kid?”

The teacher who tried to restrain Jamari testified that she 

suffered from post-traumatic stress disorder and anxiety. 

She had nightmares. The incident made her re-think her 

desire to be a teacher.

Two decades after threat assessments were introduced, 

the question remains: Do they reduce the level of gun  

violence in schools? Studies are less than conclusive.

The most comprehensive analyses have been conduct-

ed over the past 18 years at the University of Virginia by  

education professor Dewey Cornell. He developed a threat 

assessment model that is used by school districts across  

the country. 

According to his research, threat assessments can have 

positive effects—less bullying, fewer suspensions, and an  

elevated feeling of safety. In schools that used Cornell’s 

model, a study showed, kids were more willing to seek  

help from adults if another student was bullying them or 

threatening violence.

While school shootings are horrific, they remain statisti-

cally rare. In the 2015–16 school year, 98.8 percent of youth 

homicides did not occur in a school setting, according to 

the U.S. Department of Education. 

That makes it difficult to address whether threat assess-

ments prevent shootings.

 An APS administrator said it’s difficult to know. “Were 

you successful because of the intervention, [or] were you  

successful because student X really didn’t mean it?” said 

Scott Elder, APS’s chief operations officer. “That’s kind of  

hard to quantify. But I think we’d rather all err on the side 

of trying to help somebody and trying to be preventative, 

because it’s getting too close to home.”

On a recent morning, Jamari combined liquid soap, 

powdered ammonia, water, sodium carbonate, and citric 

acid in an Erlenmeyer flask. A blueberry-colored stream of 

bubbles shot out of the top. 

Jamari enjoys the academics at home more than at his 

old school, he said. He can take breaks when he wants, and 

he gets to go through the material at his own pace. “I just 

get my school done really fast, because, like my mom said, 

I’m a fast learner.”

But he misses his classmates. He recalled how he and  

one of his friends would crawl under the playground equip-

ment, pretending it was a fort.

“We’d pretend that we were saving the world and there 

were robots everywhere,” Jamari said. “Yeah, that’s what I 

really miss.” Y

 

 

 

Massacres like the one at Columbine High School in Colo-

rado—where 12 students and a teacher were murdered in 

1999—prompted schools in many states to adopt a variety 

of measures to prevent such tragedies from happening in 

their communities. In a 1999 FBI report promoting threat 

assessments, then-Attorney General Janet Reno cautioned 

that the protocol should be used judiciously “because the 

risk of unfairly labeling and stigmatizing children is great.” In 

the early 2000s, the U.S. Department of Education and the 

Secret Service endorsed threat assessments as an effective 

way to reduce attacks on schools. 

About 42 percent of public schools in the U.S. use some 

form of the evaluation, according to the latest federal data, 

and there’s a push in Congress to expand the use through-

out the country.

At the same time, there’s a dearth of data showing 

which students are being identified as threats and for what  

behaviors. Moreover, whether threat assessments actually 

reduce gun violence in schools has never been conclusively 

demonstrated. 

New Mexico’s Public Education Department requires  

every school to have a threat assessment team. In Albu- 

querque—the state’s largest district, with 82,000 students 

—the process has been in place for about two decades.  

Experts commend the district for the detailed data it  

compiles.

During the 2016-17 school year, 702 assessments were 

made in Albuquerque, followed by 909 assessments in 2017-

18. Of the 834 threat assessments filed during the 2018-19 

school year, 165—including Jamari’s—were deemed “high 

level.” (Some students may have been assessed multiple 

times.)

In the best-case scenario, trained professionals identify 

students who they believe pose a threat to their schools.  

An assessment team determines what issues are causing the 

students’ aggressive tendencies. The team then develops  

a plan—tutoring, counseling, mentoring, or other interven-

tions—to address the root causes. When effectively applied,  

some academic research shows, threat assessments can 

reduce bullying and suspensions, while contributing to a 

general sense of safety and well-being among students.

But at their worst, these assessments can reach too far 

and go awry, catching up children like Jamari—who was 

physically restrained multiple times before he was deemed 

a threat to school safety. 

Jamari’s parents said school officials never informed 

them that they were conducting a threat assessment. 

For many months, they knew little about the process. “It’s 

just this secret file about your child,” said Gail Stewart, an  

Albuquerque lawyer who represents the boy’s parents.

While parents can request to see the complete assess-

ment form, APS usually does not share the full evaluation, 

said Fortess. 

“We don’t want a parent getting angry because a  

teacher made a remark about their child,” he said. “We’re 

careful not to put any staff at risk. Some parents don’t  

handle it well. They’re not happy we’re doing this.”

It was almost by accident that Jamari’s parents were 

able to peer behind the curtain. Believing that APS was 

failing to address their son’s needs, they engaged a lawyer, 

Stewart, who filed a formal complaint against the district. 

While school shootings are horrific, 
they remain statistically rare. In the 
2015–16 school year, 98.8 percent of 
youth homicides did not occur in a 
school setting, according to the U.S. 
Department of Education. 

————————— IMPACT:
Y A month after the story ran, the Public Education 

    Department ruled that Albuquerque Public 

    Schools had violated federal law regarding 

    Jamari’s education. PED concluded  that the 

    district’s use of physical restraint was “chaotic 

    and unmonitored.”

“Jamari is an enthusiastic 7-year-old, excited  

  about learning — one morning, he spent half  

  an hour showing me a science experiment  

  and teaching me how to make slime out of  

  household chemicals. His experiences in school  

  are troubling, and show that well-intentioned   

  efforts to keep kids safe can have harmful  

  side effects.” 

 2 IKE SWETLITZ

——————————————————
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Less than a week later, Urijah repeated the same  

behavior: he tried to leave the classroom and go home 

without permission. And once again, Montezuma teachers 

restrained and secluded him in a room. 

Such instances of restraint and seclusion are supposed 

to be rare, but it was at least the 150th time Urijah had 

been placed in a hold by school teachers in less than four 

years, according to a Searchlight analysis of his education 

records. 

Often referred to within Albuquerque Public Schools as 

“therapeutic holding” or “physical management,” restraint 

is a controversial and highly dangerous method of behav-

ior management that frequently leads to injury of both 

students and school staff. Under state law, it is allowed only 

in extreme circumstances—when a child poses an immed- 

iate physical threat to himself or others. Yet in APS, restraint 

and seclusion are used to manage the behavior of difficult 

students on a near daily basis. 

As court documents reveal, students in the district 

have been forced into seclusion rooms, or so-called “calm  

down” spaces, that are not only unventilated but, in some 

cases, so small as to violate state safety standards. Attor- 

neys interviewed for this story say they have seen walls of  

seclusion rooms smeared with blood and mucus, apparently  

from children confined there in a panic. 

Hundreds of deaths from restraint have been docu-

mented in schools, psychiatric facilities, residential homes 

and other settings across the country, according to the 

Government Accountability Office, the Harvard Center for 

Risk Analysis, the National Disability Rights Network and 

others. When death occurs, it’s typically from a type of  

suffocation called “restraint-related positional asphyxia.” 

Albuquerque school data indicates that there have 

been at least 4,600 cases of restraint since 2014, and 

teachers interviewed by Searchlight say that number is 

certainly an undercount because many incidents are never 

entered into the system.

APS, meanwhile, has shrouded its use of restraint and 

seclusion in secrecy, refusing to release records to parents, 

attorneys, and the media. The practice is often carried out 

without legally required documentation, leaving parents  

—as well as state and federal oversight agencies—in  

the dark.

In its reporting to the federal government, APS has con-

sistently — and falsely —denied that it uses restraint at all. 

  In order to report this story, Searchlight spoke with doz-

ens of parents, as well as teachers, educational assistants, 

students and attorneys. Searchlight also reviewed more 

than 5,000 pages of educational and legal records, and 

filed multiple public records requests with APS.

ACTS OF DESPERATION 

Students with disabilities make up two-thirds of restraint 

and seclusion cases, according to national data. They are 

disproportionately African American or—like Urijah Salazar 

—Native American. That disparity has led the NAACP, the 

Southern Poverty Law Center and 56 other legal and  

social justice organizations to demand a federal ban on 

the practice.

Yet school superintendents and administrators have  

repeatedly defended the restraint and seclusion of special 

education students, saying the techniques are necessary 

to manage behavior that can be disruptive or dangerous. 

“We believe the use of seclusion and restraint has en-

abled many students with serious emotional or behavior-

al conditions to be educated not only within our public 

schools, but also in the least restrictive and safest envi-

ronments possible,” declared the American Association of 

School Administrators in a 2012 position paper entitled 

“Keeping Schools Safe: How Seclusion and Restraint Pro-

tects Students and School Personnel.” 

At the same time, the techniques have come under 

increasing scrutiny from lawmakers. In 2017, New Mexico 

joined 29 other states in passing a law setting tight limits 

ALBUQUERQUE — When Urijah Salazar arrived home from  

school on March 1, his mother immediately saw that some-

thing was off. A fourth-grade special education student 

at Montezuma Elementary, Urijah often came home from 

school upset, but on this day he seemed particularly rat-

tled—shaking mad, detached, almost in a state of shock. 

 Nadia McGilbert drew a bath to help him relax, and 

as soon as he stepped into the tub she saw the injuries: a 

deep, avocado-shaped bruise on his forearm, scratches, 

apparently from sharp fingernails, on both arms. 

“Oh my God,” she sputtered. “Is this what they did to you 

at school?” 

 Urijah nodded and said it hurt to breathe. McGilbert 

shut off the bath, told him to get dressed, and grabbed  

her car keys. 

At UNM Hospital’s emergency room, doctors confirmed 

her worst suspicions. According to their discharge notes, 

Urijah’s injuries were sustained when teachers placed him 

in a “team control position”— a technique in which two 

adults pull a child’s arms backward and force the head  

toward the ground. 

“You couldn’t imagine the pain,” said Urijah, 10, strug-

gling for the right words. “Like, it feels like you’re being 

pulled apart.”

RESTRAINT

SECLUSION
DECEPTION Parents, Regulators Left in the Dark Over 

School Behavior Management Techniques

“If the same emergency happens 
  over and over again, it’s just not an 
  emergency — it’s poor planning, 
  and it’s failure to respond to the kid’s 
  needs. The fact that it continues 
  to be standard operating  
  procedure is beyond negligent.”
  – DR. GEORGE DAVIS

—————————

BY ED WILLIAMS  |  OCTOBER 8, 2019  |   PHOTOGRAPHS BY DON J. USNER
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— it’s poor planning, and it’s failure to respond to the kid’s 

needs. The fact that it continues to be standard operating 

procedure is beyond negligent.”

For years, teachers in APS have complained that they 

are frequently so overwhelmed that they are unable to  

respond to such behaviors in productive ways. In 2018, Ellen 

Bernstein, president of the Albuquerque Teachers Federa-

tion, voiced these concerns in an ATF publication devoted 

to what the organization termed a “crisis in the classroom:” 

“For some time now, teachers, especially in kindergar-

ten and first grade, have been seeking help from their 

union because they have students in crisis in their class-

rooms. . . .Frustrated with the lack of systemic support, they  

call—sometimes crying; often ready to quit; always in  

desperation—because when kids are in crisis, teachers are 

in crisis.”

With special education classrooms overcrowded and 

understaffed, many teachers report that they are left  

unprepared to deal with chaotic and even dangerous  

situations. Special education teachers, in short supply 

statewide, made up 36 percent of all educator vacan-

cies in 2018, according to a report from New Mexico State 

University. Many special education teachers hold only an 

entry-level license, which provides minimal on-the-ground 

experience with disabilities and related behaviors. 

 Teachers and educational assistants describe the  

district as taking an indifferent approach to discipline issues,  

with schools having to craft their own procedures for  

responding to difficult behaviors without guidance from 

the superintendent. 

In APS administrative hearings, teachers have publicly 

reported having nightmares, anxiety and PTSD following 

incidents of restraint and seclusion. Some have suffered 

broken bones and concussions while trying to restrain  

children, according to interviews, incident reports and 

hearing transcripts obtained by Searchlight. 

“Can you imagine how hard it is to manage your own 

adrenaline while restraining a child who is in the middle of 

a crisis?” asked Sonya Romero-Smith, who teaches both 

special education and general education kindergartners 

at Lew Wallace Elementary in downtown Albuquerque. 

“I’ve lost sleep over this. No teacher wants to be in a posi-

tion where they might hurt a child. This is not what I signed 

up to do.” 

And because federal law requires that special educa-

tion students be schooled in the least restrictive environ- 

ments, teachers say incidents of restraint and seclusion are 

increasingly occurring in general education classrooms.

 “We’re not fixing any of the root causes of these  

behaviors,” said Romero-Smith. “We’re just triaging. We 

need support from the district to be able to implement 

some real solutions.” 

On that point, parents and teachers agree. And just  

as overwhelmed teachers are leaving APS’s special edu-

cation system in droves, so too are parents removing their 

kids from the district—sometimes homeschooling out of 

desperation, sometimes leaving the state altogether. 

As Urijah Salazar nears the end of his time in elementary 

school, his mother isn’t sure what she’s going to do. She’s 

worried about the transition to sixth grade, given the deep 

mistrust of school staff that Urijah has developed after 

years of restraint and seclusion. 

“He doesn’t trust anyone at school, and why should  

he?” McGilbert said. “It’s been trauma after trauma. He’s 

never had the chance to just be a kid.” Y

on the use of restraint and seclusion. In response to wide-

spread complaints, federal law put strict reporting require-

ments on schools, mandating that parents be immediately 

notified of any incident of restraint or seclusion.

But a 10-month investigation by Searchlight has  

revealed that its use remains widespread in Albuquerque  

Public Schools, where it is routinely used to manage  

special education students. Like Urijah Salazar, many of 

those students are restrained or secluded after becoming  

overwhelmed and frustrated in class. Amid staff short- 

ages, inadequate training, and a lack of clear guidance 

from district leadership, teachers sometimes use restraint 

and seclusion as a first response to moderate, non-threat-

ening misbehavior such as “inappropriate verbalizations” 

and property destruction, according to both education 

and legal records.

 

A ROUTINE OF RESTRAINT

Special education advocates say that restraining or seclud- 

ing a child for behavior like Urijah’s—that is, behavior that  

is predictable and consistent—is not only irresponsible but  

also illegal, since restraint and seclusion are allowed only 

in emergency situations. Child psychologists and psychi- 

atrists are adamant that the research uniformly shows 

damage from restraint and seclusion. Instead of “calming”  

students down, it makes them more likely to act out ag- 

gressively in the future, plunging classrooms into a cycle 

 of outburst and restraint. 

 “There might be a rare emergency circumstance where 

restraint could be necessary,” said George Davis, former 

director of psychiatry for the New Mexico Children, Youth 

and Families Department. “But if the same emergency 

happens over and over again, it’s just not an emergency  

 

IMPACT:
Y The Attorney General’s office has begun 

    investigating the practice of restraint and 

    seclusion in New Mexico schools. 

Y Lawmakers are crafting a bill to address 

     the problem.

“This was the most heavily-sourced story 

  I’ve ever written, and it was a privilege to   

  interview over 300 parents about such an   

  emotionally-charged issue as their children’s  

  treatment at school. It’s also an unusual     

  story, because unlike many issues of child   

  well-being, the excessive use of restraint  

  and  seclusion in Albuquerque Public Schools   

  is a problem that could easily be solved by 

  investing in programs that address the 

  underlying cause of difficult behaviors.” 

 2 ED WILLIAMS
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THE ONCE AND FUTURE CHILD
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Opposite, clockwise from top left: Irving Rusinow, 1941. Taos County, New Mexico. Schoolboy at desk. National Archives; John Collier, 1942. 

Peñasco, New Mexico, a grade school student eating a hot lunch. Library of Congress; Edward Curtis, 1905. A Taos girl, three-quarter length 

portrait, seated, facing front; Arthur Rothstein, 1936. Indian Children. Mescalero Reservation, New Mexico. Library of Congress. 

Above: Jesse Nusbaum, ca. 1911 . Two Mexican boys at Aqua Fria near Santa Fe, New Mexico. Courtesy of the Palace of the Governors 

Photo Archives, Negative Number 142367.

In October 2019, Searchlight New Mexico curated and presented  

THE ONCE AND FUTURE CHILD: A PHOTOGRAPHIC HISTORY OF CHILDHOOD IN NEW MEXICO  

at the Historic Santa Fe Foundation’s El Zaguán Gallery.  The exhibit, which drew on historic archives  

and everyday snapshots, was intended to explore the resiliency and joy of New Mexico’s children— 

amidst even the most difficult situations. The photographs shown here reflect a smattering of 

the 31 prints that appeared in the exhibit, along with the accompanying essay. 

No matter the generation from which they come, for as long 

as photography has existed in New Mexico they have inter-

rogated the adult world, asking, even pleading, “Will there 

be a place for me when I grow up?” “Is there a place for me 

now, as a child?” 

Of the fifty states, New Mexico ranks dead last in child 

well-being. It wasn’t always so. From time out of mind New 

Mexico has been poor, and its immense and beautiful spac-

es make the delivery of social services a challenge. But in 

times past, before the rise of drug culture and consumerism, 

back when people lived closer to the land and extended 

families weren’t fractured by migration to the cities, may-

be in those good old days New Mexico’s poverty was more 

salubrious, less destructive. And childhood was happier. Or 

maybe such notions are a myth. Perhaps through photog-

raphy we can seek an answer: Look into the eyes of these 

kids and ask them to tell you how it was, how it is.

Searchlight New Mexico is an investigative journalism 

nonprofit that has been probing children’s issues in New 

Mexico for the past two years, and we aren’t finished yet. 

Don J. Usner, a key member of Searchlight’s team, has doc-

umented those issues photographically. He conceived and 

curated this exhibit, in which the earliest image dates back 

to 1880 and the most recent is by Usner himself from 2018. 

The purpose of this collection, however, is not to offer a 

strictly chronological view of childhood in New Mexico, let 

alone an exhaustive survey of the treatment of children in 

the state’s history of photography. 

The images in this exhibit have been selected for their 

impact and for what they reveal about the world of child-

hood. They have also been selected for the way they speak 

to each other across eras, child to child, from the Great 

Depression to the 1970s and from the turn of the twentieth 

century to the day before yesterday. 

The issues that contribute to New Mexico’s dismal ranking  

as the worst state in the union in which to be a child will not 

soon go away, but they can be improved. No one who looks 

into these children’s eyes can forget that they must be. Y

THESE CHILDREN BURN THE LENS WITH THEIR GAZE.

31   

ESSAY  |  BY WILLIAM DEBUYS
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Opening spread, pages 26–27: 

Page 26: John Collier, 1943. Questa, New Mexico.  

Spanish-American boy in the grade school. 

Library of Congress. 

Page 27: Russell Lee, 1940. Spanish-American  

children, Peñasco, New Mexico. Library of  

Congress: Don J. Usner, 1997. Teens on roadside  

near Ojo Caliente, New Mexico.

Above: Norman Mauskopf, 2001. Gerald Viarrial  

and Gilbert Viarrial, Chimayo, New Mexico.

Right: Dorothea Lange, 1938. Dust bowl farmer  

with tractor and young son near Cland,  

New Mexico. Library of Congres.

Opposite: Wyatt Davis, 1942. Laguna Indian  

Pueblo, located 50 miles west of Albuquerque, 

New Mexico, children running in street. Courtesy  

of the Palace of the Governors Photo Archives,  

Negative Number MNDC HP 2007.20.36.  

Alex Harris, 1972. Boy with sheep, Picuris.
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When 16-year-old Carlos became the target of homo- 

phobic bullying, the parents demanded that the school 

put an end to it. When a special education teacher drove 

Marcus, who has schizophrenia and autism, up into the 

mountains and left him to wander lost and alone for hours, 

Cartwright went ballistic. When Ashley, an 8th grader at 

Carrizozo Middle School, struggled for two years without 

a legally required update to her individualized education 

plan, the parents complained.

Loudly.

Now, the way Cartwright saw it, the school was fighting 

back. 

“They think I’m harassing them, but I just want my kids  

to get a damn education,” Cartwright said, her voice  

accented with a Southern drawl from her native east  

Texas. “They’re using CYFD as a weapon to get rid of  

parents like us.” 

A HANDY INTIMIDATION TOOL

A knowingly false report of child abuse is illegal, and many 

states impose strict penalties against any person who files 

such a report. In New Mexico, failure to report a case of 

child abuse is a misdemeanor punishable by a year in jail 

and a fine of $1,000. But filing a false report effectively  

carries no punishment whatsoever. 

Parents, attorneys, advocates and CYFD employees 

agree that such malicious reports by school personnel 

are widespread, both here in New Mexico and across the 

country.

Searchlight New Mexico has spoken with 28 parents  

who shared personal stories of retaliation by school  

employees. Almost invariably, those instances of alleged 

retaliation followed arguments with the school over  

special education programs or student behavior problems 

in class. 

“The CYFD reporting system is a handy dandy way  

to intimidate parents,” said Gail Stewart, an Albuquerque  
CARRIZOZO IS A WINDSWEPT TOWN  just north of  

the Sacramento Mountains, a tiny place of 936 souls, 

where everybody knows everybody else. So when a state 

investigator showed up at Christy Cartwright’s doorstep  

in January, the mother of five was horrified to learn that  

an employee of Carrizozo Municipal Schools had reported 

her for child abuse.

Her kids had attended the district’s three schools for 

the past 15 years. Despite a spate of run-ins with the high 

school principal and special education staff, Cartwright 

called Carrizozo home. How, she wondered, could anyone 

there believe she was capable of hurting her children?

Then, less than a month later, another investigator from 

the New Mexico Children, Youth & Families Department 

came knocking—this time with two new reports filed by an 

anonymous school employee.

The first report accused Cartwright of abusing her  

grandson—who earlier that year had moved to Texas. The  

 

 

second said that Cartwright’s kids had missed more than 

two consecutive weeks of school: a clear case of educa-

tional neglect. It also accused her and her partner, Harold  

Burch, of giving the children marijuana, suggested the  

parents were high on meth, and charged them with “brain- 

washing the children to say they are bullied at school.” 

Two months later, CYFD sent Cartwright an official letter  

concluding that all allegations made by the school were 

baseless. The state tossed out the case. 

By then, Cartwright had a pretty good idea of what 

—if not who—was behind the complaints. For years, she 

and Burch had been embroiled in arguments with school  

administrators over a wide range of issues, from ongoing 

bullying to special education services.

“I’m a pain in their ass because I won’t leave them  

alone until they provide accommodations for my kids and 

stop the bullying,” said Cartwright, ticking off a litany of  

complaints:

  

 

FALSE 
  ALARMS

BY ED WILLIAMS  |  JUNE 11 , 2019

PHOTOGRAPHS BY DON J. USNER

When schools abuse CYFD hotline, families suffer
———————————————————



37   36   

As soon as the phones started ringing at the Statewide 

Central Intake call center in 201 1, it became apparent that 

the hotline, though a valuable tool for identifying children 

in danger, could be used for vindictive purposes. 

“Every hour we spend sorting out false and malicious  

allegations is an hour taken from a frightened child who 

truly needs our help,” said then-Secretary Yolanda Deines 

shortly after the hotline’s launch. “Please find a healthier  

way to express your anger, and don’t take time away from  

a child who might be in danger.”  

Eight years later, CYFD employees say that the State- 

wide Central Intake office, or SCI, continues to receive  

malicious reports on an almost daily basis, most commonly  

from school staff and divorced couples in the midst of  

custody battles. 

“We don’t want our agency to be used as a mean guard 

dog” to bully parents, said SCI manager Paul Williams. “But 

I see it all day long.”

In 2018, the call center received 40,643 reports of abuse 

and neglect. Around 6,000 of those callers, or 14.5 percent, 

self-identified as school employees. 

According to multiple CYFD employees, that number 

reflects a small fraction of the actual calls from school per-

sonnel, since most of them report anonymously. Williams 

estimates that between 40 percent to 50 percent of calls 

come from schools when class is in session. Of the calls  

that CYFD goes on to investigate, only 28 percent are  

substantiated.

FALSE REPORTS WILL CONTINUE

Educators are in a unique position to spot children in  

danger, and they play an indispensable role in the state’s 

child welfare system. Following multiple high-profile child 

abuse cases in recent years, CYFD has strongly encour-

aged teachers to report their suspicions, however small. 

Many teachers have students who are at high risk of 

danger—from hunger, drug abuse or domestic violence—

and they are acutely aware of the signs of potential abuse 

and neglect, as well as the consequences of not reporting. If 

there’s a question, teachers interviewed for this story said, 

it’s better to err on the side of caution and call CYFD. 

 “The pressure on teachers to report is enormous,” said 

Ellen Bernstein, president of the Albuquerque Teachers 

Federation. “It’s my duty to report. If I’m wrong, that’s for 

the investigator to decide. But I can’t imagine a teacher 

reporting a family for abuse without any evidence.”

Given the extent to which CYFD and law enforcement 

rely on educators, officials fear that any attempt to dis-

suade bad-faith reporting risks discouraging potentially 

valid calls—a chance the agency is loath to take given the 

prevalence of child abuse in New Mexico. 

“There is a potential for the system to be abused, and 

CYFD could take a proactive role,” said CYFD Deputy  

Secretary Terry Locke. “But the tradeoff is that we might  

dissuade people from making [valid] calls.”

Given this hands-off policy, special education advo- 

cates say false reports like the ones filed against Christy  

Cartwright and Harold Burch in Carrizozo will surely  

continue. 

Principal Lindsay recently informed the parents that he 

“can’t guarantee” they won’t get any more school-based 

CYFD reports, according to a police recording obtained  

by Searchlight. The principal has filed a harassment  

complaint against them with local police and requested  

a restraining order.

The police department says there are no legal grounds 

to pursue the complaint. Y

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“The CYFD reporting system is a handy dandy way to  intim- 

idate parents,” said Gail Stewart, an Albuquerque attorney 

who has represented dozens of parents of students with 

disabilities who have had CYFD reports filed against them. 

“It’s anonymous, it’s very, very serious, and it’s very, very  

intimidating. You want people to come forward if they have  

a suspicion, but the system really can be abused.”

Though Stewart’s practice does not specifically focus 

on cases involving false CYFD reports, she said she repeat-

edly comes across instances of straightforward vendettas 

against parents who dare to complain about their kids’ 

schooling. And virtually every one of them, she said, is a 

parent of a disabled child.

“I just can’t be any more clear: the root of this is the 

school district’s exclusion of the child,” Stewart added. 

“Districts do intimidate parents so that parents pick up 

and leave or home-school their children . . .  but the root of  

it is a prejudice against children with disabilities.”

In New Mexico, reports of child abuse or neglect are  

routinely referred to law enforcement, regardless of wheth-

er CYFD believes the allegation to be true or false. 

With no system in place to track and prosecute mali- 

cious calls, those who make such reports rarely face any 

consequence. But their action comes with a price. A  

malicious accusation can traumatize families and muck 

up the gears of the state child-welfare system, wasting  

resources and sending protective service workers into  

dead-end investigations.

After Carrizozo school employees filed accusations 

against Cartwright and Burch, tensions grew so high that 

the parents requested a police officer to sit in on meetings 

with the principal over ongoing bullying.

“Everything’s ‘bully, bully, bully,’ that’s all you ever hear 

about,” Principal W. Todd Lindsay said in one such meet-

ing on February 20, as recorded by a police officer’s lapel 

camera. “I’m telling you for a fact, there is no bullying at 

this school.

“I don’t know who filed those CYFD reports,” Lindsay  

later told Searchlight. “But teachers are mandated by law. 

If they see something, they have to report it.”

He insisted that the calls to CYFD were not retaliatory 

in nature. Still, Cartwright and Burch were so shaken by the 

investigations that they now hesitate to send their kids to 

school. 

“Having a child in special education is already an uphill 

battle,” said Andrea Leon, director of programs for Parents 

Reaching Out, a nonprofit statewide organization that 

advocates for families of children with disabilities. 

Leon, who helped Cartwright and Burch respond to  

the false reports, said the impact of retaliatory reporting 

tends to be greater in rural areas, where parents often 

have no alternative to the local public school. 

“Where else are we going to go?” Cartwright asked. “We 

got no choice but that school. That’s why we’re going to 

fight tooth and nail until they give our kids an education.” 

ABUSING A SYSTEM SET UP TO PREVENT ABUSE

Officials at CYFD have been raising concerns over mali-

cious use of the abuse and neglect reporting system ever 

since the department unveiled its #SAFE hotline eight 

years ago. 

In 2018, the call center received 40,643  
reports of abuse and neglect. 

————————— IMPACT:
Y Christy Cartwright and her husband, Harold  

     Burch, continue to spar with school admin-        

     istrators —and, Christy says, school employees   

     have continued calling CYFD on the family.

“The time I spent with Christy Cartwright and   

  her family was a big eye-opener, laying bare   

  the challenges parents of students with 

  disabilities face—especially families in rural   

  districts, where kids often have no alternative     

  to the local public school. Christy was a fierce   

  mom, and one who wouldn’t leave school 

  officials alone about problems with her kids’ 

  education, even if it meant getting tangled up 

  in child abuse investigations.” 

  2 ED WILLIAMS
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FREEDOM’S CHALLENGE
WHEN MOMS ARE RELEASED FROM PRISON,

                                                                                             FAMILIES FACE NEW HURDLES
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in 2016. A majority are mothers; according to a 2009  

report, more than 60 percent of women in state prisons 

have children under the age of 18.

In the coming years, there will be more New Mexican  

women behind bars—and likely more children living the 

consequences. While prison populations have fallen in 

many states, the number of imprisoned New Mexicans is 

expected to rise 16 percent by 2028; by that time there will 

be 13 percent more women imprisoned, the New Mexico 

Sentencing Commission estimates.

The children of incarcerated parents suffer in profound 

ways. They can develop mental health problems, including 

depression and difficulty forming attachments, as well as 

physical ailments like migraines and obesity, several stud-

ies have found. They often exhibit behavioral problems and 

struggle in school, which in turn can place them at greater 

risk of becoming incarcerated themselves upon adulthood. 

A 2016 report by the Annie E. Casey Foundation suggested 

that parental incarceration can have as much impact on  

a child’s well-being as abuse or domestic violence. 

Baker understands what’s at stake. She herself is a third- 

generation offender: both her grandmother and mother 

were imprisoned on separate, unrelated embezzlement 

charges when Baker was a teenager. Both women have 

found their way after prison and are determined to help 

Baker, 29, do the same.

Like many women who end up behind bars, Baker bears 

the scars of trauma. As a teenager, she was close by when 

a friend was shot to death while sitting in a car; Stephanie  

tried to save her. Another friend hung himself. Stephanie  

found him. A close uncle—her mother’s brother—was  

fatally shot by police after trying to avoid capture on 

drug-related charges. She herself has suffered violence: 

The father of her children, also a meth user, once dragged 

her from a moving car by her hair. The road burns lasted 

for weeks. 

“Prison saved me,” Baker said, a few weeks before her 

release. At first, she didn’t want to be saved. But gradually, 

after witnessing the transformation of other inmates and 

in learning new ways of thinking, she began to understand 

the harm she had caused. The first paradigm shift began 

in the prison’s substance abuse program. The stories of her  

fellow inmates resonated deeply with her. She vowed to 

leave meth behind and forge a new life, for herself and  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

for her kids. Eventually, she became a mentor in the pro-

gram. Through an initiative that teaches parenting skills 

to incarcerated mothers, she learned how to be more  

patient, more attentive. She got her GED, and helped  other 

inmates get theirs. Soon she was dreaming of becoming 

 a substance abuse counselor, and enrolled in a sociology 

course while still in prison. 

“Having to go through the programming and having  

to face my demons, I’m a whole different person,” she said. “I 

have a whole new outlook on life, and what I want life to be.”

In prison, drug-free and clear-headed, Baker began to 

deal with her painful past. Her transformation, aided by 

Springer’s drug rehabilitation, parenting and educational 

programs, makes it likely that she will succeed where so 

many others fail, said Acting Warden Robert Gonzales. 

A 2015 study by the New Mexico Statistical Analysis  

Center and Institute for Social Research found that women 

who take part in educational programming are less likely 

to re-offend.

Baker is unusually well-equipped to rise above her past.  

Unlike many former inmates, she has strong family support 

—which experts say is crucial in helping released women  

avoid reincarceration. She has a comfortable, safe place  

to live; for now, while she’s resettling and rebuilding a rela- 

tionship with her children, she’s staying with her sister in  

Clovis. This spring, she’ll begin coursework at Eastern New 

Mexico University toward a degree in substance abuse 

counseling.

Her parenting class at Springer Correctional Facility 

taught her that it’s better for released mothers to reunite 

with their children gradually, to minimize the disruption 

to their lives. So for now, she would live in Clovis with her  

sister, visiting the kids on the weekends. Her grandparents  

had consented to grant her custody, but both parties 

agreed to wait until she gets settled and rebuilds a relation-

ship with the boys.

FOR ALMOST THREE YEARS, Stephanie Baker’s young 

sons knew her as a prisoner in an orange jumpsuit. They  

visited her at Springer Correctional Facility, passing through 

concrete walls and barbed fences once every few months; 

it was difficult for their maternal great-grandparents, with 

whom they lived in Roswell, to make the five-hour drive to 

the prison.

In nightly phone calls, the boys asked their mother when 

she was coming home. Her release had been delayed so 

many times, she no longer discussed possible dates with 

them for fear of getting their hopes up.  So when she opened  

their front door in the early evening of September  26, the  

sight of her was almost too much to bear. “Mom! Mom! 

Mom!” the youngest yelled, jumping into her arms. The  

oldest began to cry. 

By Baker’s own admission, she had never been a good 

mother. Before she went to prison in 2016, her priority was 

meth—scoring it, smoking it, selling it. She would leave  

the two older boys—then 8 and 6 years old—in the care  

 

 

of her grandparents, both in their 60s. Often, she would  

drop off the youngest, who was still a baby, and take off for  

days at a time. When she was arrested, it was for using a 

stolen credit card that someone had given her as payment 

for meth. 

“I was a very bad person,” she said. “Honestly, I just 

didn’t care about anyone or anything. If I was hurting you 

or screwing you over, it didn’t matter to me.” 

Now she must prove—to her boys, to her grandparents, 

to herself—that she’s changed. That she will stay clean. That 

she can be a good mom. That she isn’t going anywhere.

If Baker succeeds, she will have bucked the odds. New 

Mexico has the second-highest recidivism rate in the U.S., 

according to the state’s Department of Corrections. About 

44 percent of women released in 2014 ended up back  

behind bars within three years, up from 33 percent in 2007. 

And more women are entering prison. Nationwide, the 

number of incarcerated women has increased by more 

than 700 percent, jumping from 26,378 in 1980 to 213,722  

The number of imprisoned New Mexicans  
is expected to rise 16 percent by 2028. 
By that time there will be 13 percent more 
women imprisoned. 

—————————

BY APRIL REESE  |  NOVEMBER 13, 2019  |   PHOTOGRAPHS BY DON J. USNER
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“She can’t step in as a full-time mom right away,” said 

Connie Baker, her grandmother. “She’s going to have to 

ease her way into it. She’s not used to the problems that 

come up every day.”

One late September afternoon, two days after her re-

lease, Stephanie Baker sat in the living room of her sister’s 

house, wearing her sister’s borrowed clothes—black jeans 

and a white-and-black striped shirt—waiting for her sons 

to arrive. It would be their first night together in years, and 

Baker was both excited and anxious. How, she wondered 

aloud, do you rebuild a relationship with kids you’ve barely 

seen for three years? 

She had wanted to spend the day watching the boys 

play soccer at their weekly Saturday games in Roswell, 

but instead she had to spend it with her parole officer in  

Clovis, learning the terms of her post-incarceration exist- 

ence—daily check-ins, a 6:30 pm curfew, unannounced  

home visits. More than 100 miles away, her grandmother, 

aunt and sister cheered the boys on. 

Stephanie’s incarceration has been hard on Connie and  

her husband. Not only did they have to watch another  

family member go to prison, they had to effectively become  

parents again at a time when most people are entering 

retirement. During an afternoon watching the kids play at 

the park near the family’s house, about a month before 

Stephanie’s release, Connie Baker’s affection for them was 

clear. But she’s also ready to relinquish her role as a substi-

tute mom. “I’ll miss them a lot,” she said, keeping an eye on 

the youngest as he slid down the slide. “But I’m also looking 

forward to it.”

Stephanie is determined not to take her kids, or her 

family, for granted again. “Out there you don’t realize what 

you’re missing, because you’re so caught up in the game,” 

she said while still behind bars. “You don’t realize you’re 

missing that precious time with your kids.”

The oldest, an outgoing boy with an easy smile, carries 

an anger and resentment borne from that absence. For 

years, he waited for his mother to visit; despite her prom-

ises, she more often than not never showed up. While she 

was in prison, he started acting out, talking back to his 

grandparents and being disruptive in school. He struggled 

to make friends.

Studies show that the incarceration of a mother can 

be more damaging than a father’s imprisonment. A 2018 

study by researchers from the University of California Irvine 

found that a mother behind bars “may bring more family 

instability than the father’s.” It may also play a contributing 

role in poor cognitive development, though researchers 

warn that it’s difficult to parse how much of these conse-

quences are due to the incarceration and how much is due 

to other factors.

A couple days after her release, the boys arrived for 

their overnight visit. Throughout the evening, they vied for 

her attention. The oldest chased his little brothers around 

the coffee table. The middle one slid a stuffed dinosaur 

down the railing. The youngest asked for her help building 

a matchbook car racetrack.

By mid-October, the reality of mothering three boys 

she barely knew had begun to set in. While the two young-

est seemed to be adjusting well, the oldest disobeyed her, 

testing the newfound parenting skills she had learned in 

prison. “I feel like he fears I won’t stay,” she said. “And I know 

what that’s like, because I felt like that myself,” when her 

own mother was incarcerated. 

Co-parenting with other adults brought unexpected 

challenges. After one child acted out recently, Stephanie’s 

aunt spanked him. Stephanie disagreed with the punish-

ment but was reluctant to override her aunt in front of the 

kids. So she let it happen, then quickly stopped it. 

“That’s enough,” she said. Y

The children of incarcerated parents suffer in profound ways. They can develop 
mental health problems, including depression and difficulty forming attachments, 

as well as physical ailments like migraines and obesity. They often exhibit behavioral 
problems and struggle in school, which in turn can place them at greater risk of 

becoming incarcerated themselves upon adulthood.. 

“As someone who usually covers the environment   

  and science, reporting inside a prison and then 

  following a former inmate’s life as she tries to 

  make good on the promises she made to herself 

  while behind bars was an eye-opening experience.   

  Stephanie Baker and her grandmother, Connie, 

  were incredibly generous with their time and their 

  stories while I was reporting this piece. Without 

  their willingness to invite me into their lives and 

  share their experience with me—first while 

  Stephanie was still in prison, and then after her  

  release, as she adjusted to a new life and a new 

  kind of motherhood—this story would not have 

  been possible.”

 2 APRIL REESE
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IT WAS RIGHT AFTER THE FIFTH-PERIOD BELL  last  

October that Sebastian Montano lay face down in the 

grass outside Alamogordo High School, screaming for his 

mother, as two police officers pinned him to the ground 

and thrust a Taser in his back.

Moments earlier, a staff member had called police 

after learning that the 16-year-old, a special needs stu-

dent who’d recently dropped out, was now trespassing on 

school grounds. 

A shy teenager with light brown hair and big green 

eyes, Sebastian was well known to staff and students at 

Alamogordo High. He had a long and messy school his-

tory, including 16 documented run-ins with school police 

officers — all in relation to behaviors associated with his  

disabilities: autism spectrum disorder, bipolar disorder, 

anxiety disorder, PTSD, epilepsy, and ADHD. 

But he was also a boy who showed great promise. He  

tested in the superior range in math and was considered  

something of a genius when it came to electronics. He 

 

 

understood the internal circuitry of complex gadgets with 

casual ease; his classmates would often hand him their 

broken smartphones to fix. When he was in seventh grade, 

he disassembled his mother’s laptop and melded it with 

the innards of an Xbox gaming console, creating his own 

portable gaming system.

With the right support, he might have been on his way 

to a career as an electrician or even an engineer. Instead, 

he was now just another special needs student swept up in 

the school-to-prison pipeline.

 

LAW AND ORDER AND EDUCATION

Alamogordo Public Schools, a district of 6,400 students 

spread over 15 schools, far exceeds the state average for 

student referrals to law enforcement, according to fed-

eral data. In the 2015-‘16 school year, such referrals were 

nearly double the corresponding number in Las Cruces, a 

neighboring district that is four times the size. In the 2013–

‘14 school year, Alamogordo schools referred many more  

CRIMINALIZING
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students to police than did the state’s largest district,  

Albuquerque Public Schools. Though special needs students  

made up only 12 percent of Alamogordo High School’s 

population in 2015, they represented 25 percent of the 

school’s referrals to law enforcement.

Such disparities are common statewide. At least 29 of  

the 44 school districts that referred students to police dur- 

ing the 2015–‘16 school year disproportionately referred  

students with disabilities, according to a Searchlight New 

Mexico analysis of recent federal data.

“There’s a common attitude in New Mexico that it’s  

easier to write off difficult students and just let law enforce-

ment deal with them,” said Jesse Clifton, an attorney with  

Disability Rights New Mexico, a statewide organization 

that advocated for Sebastian during special education 

meetings at Alamogordo High.

  

“A PRODUCT OF SOCIETAL NEGLECT”

There are countless Sebastians across the U.S.—students 

with disability-related behavior problems who do not  

receive adequate special education services in school, 

are instead repeatedly referred to law enforcement, and  

ultimately end up in jail or prison.

A study by the American Bar Association reports that 

nationwide, 65 percent of inmates in juvenile lockup have 

a disability.

In New Mexico, a state with one of the highest rates of 

child trauma and child poverty, that number is much higher.  

An astounding 99.5 percent of youth offenders in state cus- 

tody have at least one psychiatric diagnosis, according to  

a 2016 study by the New Mexico Sentencing Commission.

Virtually all of them have, like Sebastian, undergone 

multiple traumatic experiences before being locked up. 

Only a third received special education services in school 

—services that, administered properly, might have preven- 

ted their incarceration.

 “Most of these kids have had a pattern of difficulty 

 for years,” said Andrew Hsi, a University of New Mexico  

pediatrician and lead author of the Sentencing Commission 

study. “The system and people around them failed to inter-

vene when they were younger and more amenable to help. 

Where they are now is a product of societal neglect.”

In 2015, New Mexico spent a total of nearly $75 million 

on Juvenile Justice Services, with an average daily inmate 

population of just over 200 kids, according to a Legislative 

Finance Committee report.

 Cases like these aren’t supposed to happen. At both the 

state and federal levels, laws and procedures have been 

put in place to identify kids like Sebastian, provide them 

with specialized learning programs and set them on a path 

to success.

Those procedures, however, are frequently flouted. 

Long before Sebastian Montano sat in handcuffs and leg  

shackles following his arrest at Alamogordo High, teachers, 

administrators and police missed countless opportunities  

to address his outbursts—sometimes denying special  

education services in clear violation of state and federal 

guidelines.

 Officials with Alamogordo Public Schools declined to  

be interviewed, though Doyle Syling, the district’s chief 

of staff, responded by email that “The District takes pride 

in providing all of our students a Free Appropriate Public  

Education, despite limited funding and resources.”

 

TOO LITTLE, TOO LATE

A key tenet of the Individuals with Disabilities Education 

Act, passed by Congress in 1990, is that people with dis-

abilities have the right to a free and appropriate public 

education.

 IDEA requires schools to identify children by age 3 and  

create an Individualized Education Program, or IEP, to  

ensure their learning will not be disrupted by their disability.

A study by the American Bar Association reports that nationwide, 65 percent of inmates 
in juvenile lockup have a disability. In New Mexico, a state with one of the highest rates of 
child trauma and child poverty, that number is much higher. An astounding 99.5 percent 
of youth offenders in state custody have at least one psychiatric diagnosis.

———————————————————
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In Alamogordo, school staff didn’t identify Sebastian as 

a candidate for special education until he was a seventh  

grader at Mountain View Middle School—and that referral 

only came after teachers learned he was talking to class-

mates about suicide. In fact, Sebastian had shown many 

signs of problems long before then.

 “I knew he was different from the time he was born,”  

recalls his mother Nina Barela, a tireless advocate for  

Sebastian throughout his years in the public school system. 

His frequent seizures, she said, started as an infant. He was 

nonverbal until age 4 and easily overstimulated.

“Nobody had ever told me about IEPs, or that there 

were rules the school had to follow,” said Barela. “They never  

even gave my kid a chance.” 

By the time Sebastian began middle school, he was 

plunged into sensory overload in the classroom, a problem  

common to students with autism. To deal with the over-

stimulation, he often banged his head on the desk—a habit 

so disconcerting to teachers that school authorities called  

social services on his mother four times.

 When in 2015 school psychologist Ron Russell at last 

performed a psycho-educational evaluation, he found 

that the seventh grader had a reduced ability to manage 

his emotions and was unable to control his outbursts. A  

full year would pass before Mountain View Middle School  

issued Sebastian his first IEP.

It was near the end of his freshman year at Alamogordo 

High that Sebastian tried to commit suicide.

 By then, he had been admitted to psychiatric treatment 

centers four times. Each time, he made impressive gains; 

his grades improved and his behavior and mood problems 

vanished, according to discharge notes. With each return 

to Alamogordo High, his behavior problems resurfaced, and  

by the end of that freshman year, he had been written up 

at least 34 times for disciplinary infractions.

 Two and a half years passed since the original evalua-

tion by the school psychologist, and Sebastian still hadn’t 

received services to address his behavior problems. In 2017, 

Russell once again evaluated Sebastian, confirmed his 

previous diagnoses and urged the school to begin imple- 

menting behavioral supports.

 Instead, school personnel referred Sebastian to law  

enforcement—even summoning the police when his be-

havior clearly called for intervention from a mental health 

professional. When he threatened to kill himself, the school 

counselor called police. When he cut himself intention-

ally, the assistant principal called police. And when he  

wandered onto the grounds of Alamogordo High School,  

guidance counselor Mark Sanchez—who had been a mem-

ber of his special ed support team—called police.

In 2017, the school psychologist made the unusual move 

of requesting a formal assessment, the first step in setting 

up a Behavior Intervention Plan that would address the 

root causes of his disruptive behavior. And once again, the 

school neglected to begin the process.

 “We see this kind of thing all the time—a lot of kids who 

need Behavioral Intervention Plans don’t have one,” said  

Jason Gordon, a litigation manager with Disability Rights 

New Mexico.  “If there was a BIP like there should have been, 

we wouldn’t be talking about criminal behavior.” 

 Which is where things led in May 2017, after Sebastian 

and a group of friends brought a Nerf gun to school, stuck 

metal staples in the end of the Styrofoam bullets and shot 

them at classmates. School administrators and campus 

police treated the episode as a serious criminal matter—  

charging him with weapons possession, aggravated assault  

and gang affiliation.

Later that night, Sebastian ate two bottles of Trileptal, 

 an anti-seizure medication. Though he survived, he refused 

to return to school.

He spent much of the following year wandering around 

town, sometimes sleeping in a park down the street from 

his house, as his mother tried to figure out how to get him 

to finish high school. He became more and more detached 

until, in October 2018, he walked back onto the grounds  

of Alamogordo High School.

 

 CRISIS WITHOUT INTERVENTION

Sebastian’s arrest for trespassing on campus that day sent 

him into a paranoid episode, according to his mother. He 

ran away from home, and when he returned on the day of 

his 17th birthday, he became convinced the battery light in 

the smoke detector was a camera, installed to record his 

every move. He flew into a rage and picked up a kitchen 

knife, waving it in the air and ranting nonsensically.

His sister dialed 911 and explained that her brother was 

in the midst of a mental health emergency.

 “Thank God you’re here,” Sebastian told the police as 

they stepped inside the house. “Just kill me.”

 The officers persuaded him to put down the knife 

and took him to the emergency room. Later, against the  

protestations of his mother, he was charged with felony 

assault with a deadly weapon and criminal damage to  

her property.

 Awaiting trial in the Doña Ana County juvenile detention 

center, Sebastian agreed to talk to a reporter in February. 

He spoke in short sentences with a monotone inflection.  

Looking down between words, he ticked through the  

typical day in detention: “We wake up at 7. Then we chill 

for a while. Then we get to watch TV. Then at 9 our meds 

come. It’s alright.”

Sebastian’s mother was less accepting. She was livid  

about the charges, furious that after so many years of 

seeking help, it had all come down to this.

 “This wasn’t assault and battery. This was a psychotic  

breakdown,” Barela said, her voice quivering. “I feel like a 

failure. I feel like I betrayed him. But in the moment, it was 

so frightening I didn’t know what to do.”

 There wasn’t much she could have done. Like so many 

towns across New Mexico, Alamogordo lacks a mental  

health crisis intervention team. Police Chief Brian Peete  

recently began requiring mental health training for his offi- 

cers, but even with that training, interactions with police  

often end in criminal charges.

 Sebastian would spend the next three months in jail 

before taking a plea bargain ahead of trial. A few months 

ago, he returned home, outfitted with an ankle monitor.

 As a condition of his release, he is required to enroll in a 

residential treatment program.

 So far, his mother has not been able to find a single one 

that will take him—thanks to his criminal record. Y 
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IMPACT:
Y Story circulated by national criminal justice   

    and legal organizations 

Y Triggered discussions in Legislative Education  

     Study Committee, Children, Youth, and Families   

     Department, and Public Education Department.

Y Tweeted about by presidential candidate 

    Pete Buttigieg

Y Won 3rd place in the Katherine Schneider  

    Journalism Awards for Excellence in Reporting 

     on Disability

“It’s been many months since I met Sebastian,   

  dressed in a prisoner’s jumpsuit behind the  

  plexiglass visitation booth in the Doña Ana 

  County Detention Center—but I’m still struck 

  by the memory of seeing such a bright student 

  in jail rather than at school, where he might 

  have thrived with adequate support.”

  2 ED WILLIAMS

—————————

 “We see this kind of thing all the time 
  — a lot of kids who need Behavioral 
  Intervention Plans don’t have one.”
 – JASON GORDON, 
     DISABILITY RIGHTS NM

—————————

—————————
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For Aurra—a shy, motivated, creative high school soph-

omore—the support of a caring mother proved insufficient 

to counteract a quick and troubling slide toward her last 

decision. And while there’s a tendency following any suicide  

to assign blame—to a parent, a gun, a school, a moment 

of crisis or mental illness—Aurra’s death rebukes such think-

ing, illuminating the most pressing questions that families 

and experts struggle to understand.

 

CHANGING PATTERNS AND PREVENTION EFFORTS 

The culture around suicide at Eldorado High School, 

according to interviews with more than a dozen students, 

was simultaneously casual and deeply felt. “People talked  

or joked about killing themselves at least weekly,” said 

Rachel Rhykerd, a student who graduated this past May. 

Jokes like “KMS” (kill myself) and “I wanna die lol” routinely 

surfaced as memes in texts and on social media.

Narratives of suicide were embedded in the curriculum.  

In Aurra’s ninth grade English class, she read the 2007  

novel Thirteen Reasons Why, which follows the suicide of a 

17-year-old girl. Several former Eldorado students expressed 

concern over teachers assigning the book, which in 2017 

was challenged or banned in more schools than any other, 

according to the American Library Association. It has since 

been popularized by the Netflix series of the same title— 

released two weeks after Aurra died—and research has  

focused on both its harmful and helpful effects.

Aurra’s death was one in a series that has troubled the 

school since 2016.

“We’ve lost a student to suicide every year for the past 

four years,” said Tanya Kuhnee, who teaches English at  

Eldorado. “Every suicide has resurfaced the emotions from 

previous suicides. It’s really affected our kids deeply.”

Albuquerque Public Schools serves roughly 84,000 stu-

dents, and in the last three academic years, suicide referrals 

have risen an average of more than 30 percent, according 

to referral records provided to Searchlight New Mexico. 

Despite five requests, Eldorado Principal Martin Sandoval 

was not available to comment. But teachers and counselors 

agree that Eldorado has introduced more anti-suicide 

programming in the last two years than any other public  

school in Albuquerque. The police and fire department were 

brought in to evaluate protocols; students advocated for 

Breaking the Silence (a small-group discussion guide for  

communities to combat stigma and cope with lives  

lost) and the counseling department conducted school- 

wide QPR  training  (“Question.  Persuade.  Refer.”), a national 

awareness and prevention seminar. 

Then, this past March, another student took his own life, 

and many students turned to their teachers, frustrated. 

“They said, ‘We’ve been working on this. How can this still 

be happening?’” said Kuhnee.

Teachers and administrators, too, have been beside 

themselves. Several recall seeing the principal and instruc- 

tors crying, exasperated and exhausted at all-staff meet- 

ings in the days following a suicide.

 Faced with these continuing cycles of anguish, mem-

bers of the Albuquerque Teachers Federation have pushed 

for incisive approaches to deal with mental health before 

and after major events. 

“There really aren’t changes happening or resources 

available to help support teens with mental health issues, 

and the stigma is still great,” said Sean Thomas, who has 

taught social studies at Eldorado for 14 years. 

At the start of each academic year, when teachers  

attend meetings on new textbooks and policies, they have  

asked for more innovative training and more probing out- 

side speakers to address ways in which teachers can be 

mindful of mental health concerns. And, according to 

Kuhnee, “every year the district says, ‘We don’t have the  

resources for that.’” 

APS Counseling responds that it always sends in crisis 

resources and makes them available long after a tragedy.  

After an incident of suicide, it conducts evaluations to 

JUST BEFORE DAWN, as the Albuquerque sky filled the 

house with thin, pale blue light, 16-year-old Aurra Gardner 

took the small handgun out from behind the bed in her 

mother’s bedroom.

Kerianne Gardner, Aurra’s mother, sat in the living room, 

typing an email, listening idly as her other daughters tied 

their shoes and packed their lunches. She heard what 

sounded like a door slam and assumed it was Aurra’s cello 

case falling over.

She walked down the hall and tried the door of the 

bedroom. It was locked. No one in the Gardner house ever 

locked a door. When there was no response, Kerianne start-

ed to panic. She ran and found a pin to unlock the handle, 

but she couldn’t unlock the door, her hands trembling and 

damp. She asked Brian, her partner, to do it.

The lock clicked. He went in the room and emerged sec-

onds later, pale and shaking.

“Do I need to call 911?” Kerianne asked from the hallway.

“Yes,” he said.

In 2017, Aurra Gardner was among 46 New Mexican 

youths between 10 and 19 who ended their own lives, and 

one of 16 who did so with a firearm. New Mexico has the fifth 

highest youth suicide rate in the country—approximately  

16 per 100,000 residents, double the national average. 

Health professionals, nonprofit organizations, and gov-

ernment agencies have rushed to address the crisis, but 

their efforts have been fragmented and uncoordinated.  

In early 2018, the Department of Health appointed a  

prevention coordinator who is now in the early stages  

of implementing an official suicide prevention strategy.  

Teachers in Albuquerque Public Schools, the state’s largest  

school district, are pushing leadership for better train- 

ing, program innovation, community schools, and mental 

health resources. 

A CHILL IN THE AIR

Albuquerque Public Schools serves roughly 84,000 students, 
and in the last three academic years, suicide referrals have 
risen an average of more than 30 percent.
——————————————————

BY NICK PACHELLI |  AUGUST 20, 2019  |   PHOTOGRAPHS BY DON J. USNER
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portive texts, something that has shown to be helpful in  

clinical environments. She took Aurra and her sisters to an 

archery range, to a pizza restaurant, and to a family friend’s 

home to try and improve her mood.

The next Monday, Aurra skipped her classes again and  

spent the morning roaming the trails of nearby Bear Can- 

yon Arroyo. Once again, Kerianne received an automated 

call informing her about the absence.

 “You have to show up . . .  And when you feel overwhelmed, 

go to the nurse and call me,” Kerianne told her later that 

night. She felt something dreadful, like a curtain falling  

between them. 

“Aurra, do you want to kill yourself?” Kerianne asked.

She shrugged and shook her head no.

After Aurra went to sleep, Kerianne typed a letter ad-

dressed to Eldorado staff:

“Aurra Gardner, 10th grade, experienced a panic attack 

or possibly some form of a nervous breakdown . . .We re- 

quest an accountability and wellness check-in daily from 

her assigned counselor.”

Kerianne walked Aurra to her first class the next morn-

ing, watched her sit down, and then delivered copies of 

the letter to several teachers as well as the principal’s and 

counselor’s offices.

That afternoon, assistant principal Rodney Suazo called 

to schedule a meeting for the next day. 

The following morning, Kerianne and Aurra’s siblings 

heard what they thought was the sound of a cello case 

falling.

Current and retired teachers, along with several coun-

selors, agree that the district’s counseling services need 

more dedicated resources. They cite chronic understaffing 

and overwhelming workloads—Eldorado typically assigns 

more than 300 students to each counselor, according to 

Thomas.

“They manage too high a population,” said Thomas,  

the social studies teacher. “They’re overworked, buried in 

administrative paper, and there is really no one on campus 

who focuses strictly on mental health.”

THE LIMITS OF REASON 

Two years since Aurra died, Kerianne doesn’t traffic in blame 

or self-reprimanding questions. She doesn’t admonish the 

school or a counselor or seize on details like how much time 

Aurra spent in the pages of any one book. She also doesn’t 

blame the gun, but said she won’t live with firearms in her 

home again.

The family had long kept guns locked in a safe in the 

house, but after a couple of incidents—a burglary and a 

man seen jumping over the back fence—Kerianne said 

she “stepped up our efforts to be safe.” She hid a .40- 

caliber semiautomatic pistol in the master bedroom and 

 told Aurra where it was in case of a break-in.

Aurra was well acquainted with how to safely operate 

a firearm. She had participated in rifle classes at summer 

camps and had taken a gun safety course.

“There are many ways she could’ve done things and 

came out with the same result,” said Kerianne, who often 

looks up at the Cooper’s hawks that glide over Albuquer-

que. “There is nothing and everything left to say.” Y

identify the services that were provided as well as the 

number of times a student reached out to counselors and 

what, if anything, resulted from prior communication.

Aurra Gardner was a reserved rule-follower who studied 

hard to maintain high marks and played cello in the Eldo- 

rado and Albuquerque youth orchestras. She loved to  

draw, write poetry and study birds, especially chickadees.  

She would climb the trees in her backyard and sit there  

all day, naming the species of every bird that visited.

Aurra’s standards for herself were high, and they got 

higher the more she excelled. She scored in the 99th  

percentile on her 10th grade PSAT. At parent-teacher  

conferences, instructors told Kerianne what a joy it was  

to have Aurra in their classes. 

But in early February 2017, with midterm exams looming, 

Kerianne noticed Aurra’s stress rising. She was panicking 

about organizing her AP World History notes and sleeping 

less than usual. 

On the morning of February 21, Aurra hid in her closet.  

She told her mother that her teachers hated her and wor-

ried she might fail her upcoming tests. That day, Kerianne, 

who had been emailing and calling the school for help,  

walked Aurra into a counselor’s office.

“I had to just show up to get their attention,” Kerianne 

said. In her recollection, the counselor asked Aurra if she 

really believed her teachers hated her. Aurra responded in 

muted tones.

Kerianne asked the counselor to talk to Aurra on a 

weekly basis, but that apparently didn’t happen. 

The week of March 6, Aurra had a panic attack and hid in 

the school bathroom, spurring the automated attendance 

system to call Kerianne. At home, her breath was quick and 

shallow when Kerianne asked her why she’d ditched class. 

Kerianne felt she had exhausted her options to get  

support from Eldorado, so she sought out a therapist. When 

Aurra wouldn’t speak, she sent her lighthearted and sup- 

 

“There are many ways she could’ve 
  done things and came out with the 
  same result.  There is nothing and 
  everything left to say.”
  – KERIANNE GARDNER

  

IMPACT:
Y Following publication of this story, Albuquerque  

    Public Schools teachers demanded action and    

    support from the district. 

Y Students demanded peer-to-peer programs, 

    different prevention programming, and    

     licensed in-school therapists to help counter  

     a “mental health crisis.”

Y APS school board promised to roll out newly 

    funded programs in the next school year.

“The reporting of this piece was trying and, 

  at times, spurred secondary trauma for 

  myself and several sources. It left me curious   

  to explore the true sociological impacts of 

  suicide on New Mexico. To this day, I’m still   

  struck by how hard it is to predict suicide 

  and how blunt and stigmatizing our 

  interventions can feel.”

  2 NICK PACHELLI
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STOLEN 
AND 

ERASED

A NAVAJO GIRL WAS EXPLOITED AND 
SEX TRAFFICKED ACROSS NEW MEXICO. 
WHY DID SO MANY FAIL TO HELP  HER? 
BY NICK PACHELLI  | DECEMBER 17, 2019  | PHOTOGRAPHS BY ADRIA MALCOL M
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EVA WAS  FOUND AT DUSK IN LATE DECEMBER 2016,  

standing in an Albuquerque parking lot. The 15-year-old  

Navajo girl had been missing more than two weeks when her  

grandmother got a call from the Bernalillo County Sheriff’s 

office—saying her silver Ford truck had been recovered. 

“I don’t care about the truck, what about my grand-

daughter?” Heidi demanded.  

She drove three hours, from her house outside Gallup, and  

arrived a few minutes after 1 a.m. to see Eva emerge from  

the juvenile holding area, quiet and hunched. Her cheeks 

and neck looked skeletal. She kept her answers short and  

rolled her eyes. A familiar pattern was unfolding.

Back in the car, Heidi locked the doors. Give me my 

phone, Eva said.

 

Eva was among the thousands of human trafficking victims  

targeted and exploited in the U.S. every year, of whom only  

10 percent are ever identified. In New Mexico, a mere 160  

cases have been opened since 2016. And while Native 

Americans make up about 11 percent of the state’s popula-

tion, they account for nearly a quarter of trafficking victims, 

according to data compiled from service organizations.

A 16-month investigation by Searchlight New Mexico 

found that when it comes to human trafficking, indigenous  

women and girls are the least recognized and least pro-

tected population in a state that struggles to address  

the problem. An almost total lack of protocols, mandated 

training, and coordination among law enforcement sys- 

tems and medical institutions has ensnared victims in  

ongoing cycles of exploitation.

That includes Eva, who, by her own recounting as well  

as notes from medical personnel, caseworkers, and ther-

apists, was systematically lured, coerced, threatened, and 

traded for sex for money, drugs and favors over a two-year  

period. Her name, along with those of her family members, 

have been changed for reasons of safety and privacy.

Eva showed many of the warning signs of someone  

who’s been trafficked. She was anxious, depressed, mute, and  

had little sense of time. She was frequently reported miss-

ing, appeared malnourished and occasionally bruised. But 

despite multiple brushes with law enforcement agencies 

and healthcare institutions, she was not once questioned 

or screened for human trafficking.

“Nobody saw me,” she says. “Not until the very end.”

Growing up on the Zuni and Navajo reservations of 

western New Mexico, Eva moved continuously between her 

mother’s home and that of her grandparents, aunts, uncles 

and cousins. The only constant in her life was Haley, her  

sister 4½ years her junior.

Eva was the effusive one, admired for her lanky limbs and 

her gift for sketching. She was the one to initiate games of 

basketball in the driveway, scolding her cousins when they 

didn’t pass the ball to Haley.

The girls’ mother, Lea, worked multiple jobs as a nurse’s 

aide, and the family had a comfortable life in an area where 

the median household income hovers at $27,000 a year. 

Lea entered the girls in child beauty pageants in the big  

cities of Gallup, Albuquerque and Las Cruces. She was the 

kind of mother who on a whim would take them on a road 

trip to White Sands Monument or the redwood forests of 

northern California, where the girls twirled and laid silent 

under the trees at night. 

That all changed the year Eva turned 11. Lea had long 

struggled with alcoholism, and as the disease worsened 

she increasingly left her daughters in the care of others or 

alone at home. When she was too intoxicated to drive, she 

propped Eva on a pile of blankets to see over the steering 

wheel of the family’s 1999 Honda Civic. Eva began skipping  

school, where she got in trouble for smoking. In seventh 

grade, she was expelled for fighting and never went back.

Only later would Eva and Haley confide in their grand-

mother that their stepfather physically, sexually, and  

emotionally abused them. “Don’t you tell Grandma what  

happens in this house,” he often said,

Heidi said she kept as close a watch as she could, and 

when she saw them, she would give the girls almost any- 

thing they wanted. For Eva’s 12th birthday, she bought her 

an iPhone, so Eva could call whenever they were left alone  

at home.

“Buying her that phone was the worst thing I ever did,” 

Heidi says now.

On December 8, 2015, Eva saw a Facebook message from  

a young man with a thick brow and a round jawline. I  

remember you from middle school, he wrote. Eva, then  

13, didn’t recognize him, but she assumed she knew him. 

“Everyone on the reservation knows everyone,” she says. 

“Or they pretend they do.”

D, as she came to call him, enthused about her large 

brown eyes, her dimples, and the way she wore her hair  

in French braids. He asked for photos and she sent him  

intimate selfies, soon followed by more explicit pictures. She 

eventually drove to his house in her mother’s car—propped 

up on blankets—and they drank beer and smoked mari- 

juana. D told her he loved her, and Eva felt needed and  

exultant, unmoored from the problems at home.

As the months went by, he took more photos and  

recorded videos—usually of Eva performing oral sex. His  

affectionate ways were soon supplanted by forceful sex,  

violence and threats. He threatened to share her photos  

and videos on Facebook and to hurt her little sister if she  

were to say anything. He invited other men—he said they 

were his brother and cousin—to the house, where they  

also molested and raped Eva. She remembers initially  

resisting, punching one of them, and hearing the words 

“Just do it,” before a weight fell on her.

Sex trafficking is defined as the exploitation of individuals 

through threat or use of force, coercion, and/or fraud to 

induce a “commercial sex act.” It is a growing crime that’s 

estimated to generate $99 billion a year globally, and in  

the U.S., people of color—mostly black and indigenous 

women—are victimized at the highest rates.

But the mainstream definition needs to be reshaped 

when considering the ways indigenous women and girls are 

victimized, says Maureen Lomahaptewa, a Hopi woman 

and caseworker at The Life Link, a Santa Fe-based non- 

profit that shelters and serves trafficking victims.

This year, Navajo Nation Council Delegate Amber  

Kanazbah Crotty spearheaded an as yet unpublished white 

paper on trafficking in the Navajo Nation. It is intended to 

serve as a warning to policymakers—though not all tribal 

leaders regard the issue with the same urgency. Navajo  

Nation Police Chief Phillip Francisco, for one, says he does 

not see sex trafficking as a problem in his jurisdiction. “It’s 

more of a border issue,” he says. 

Of course, trafficking and exploitation are hardly a new 

phenomenon in indigenous communities. For centuries, sex-

ual violence has been a cornerstone of the treatment of 

Native American populations, integral to colonization and 

displacement. Sex trafficking of contemporary indigenous 

women is “almost indistinguishable from the colonial tactics 

           “I want to make it not real.   
                      But I was living there.   
                                 And sometimes,  
                        I’m still living there.”
                                                       — Eva
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After conducting more than 75 interviews and gathering 

data from 18 agencies, Searchlight shared Eva’s story with 

tribal police officers, tribal officials, and former clinicians for 

the Indian Health Service. No one expressed surprise.

“Tribal agencies are understaffed, underfunded, and 

undertrained in this type of response,” says Ramah Navajo 

Police Chief Darren Soland. “Once someone who is being 

victimized goes from tribal to state land or to a munici- 

pality and maybe comes back, it’s hard to get the agencies  

to reach out and communicate with each other to identify 

someone.”

A July 2019 study in the journal Criminology & Public  

Policy explored the reasons why law enforcement officers 

rarely recognize trafficking victims. It found that some 

say they are unaware that this is a crime over which they 

have jurisdiction while others don’t believe it is an issue  

present in their communities. The majority of states, includ- 

ing New Mexico, require no law enforcement training on  

human trafficking. 

And while lawmakers have proposed legislation, their 

efforts have largely stalled. The renewal of the Violence 

Against Women Act, which would better assist indigenous 

victims and increase cross-agency communication, is 

stalled in the U.S. Senate. 

In a written response to questions, a spokesperson from  

the FBI’s New Mexico headquarters wrote, “The FBI is com- 

mitted to fulfilling our mandate to investigate the most  

serious crimes in Indian Country. . . .The FBI aggressively  

investigates any reports of human trafficking, using force- 

multiplying Human Trafficking Task Forces.” 

The latest national figures, however, show that federal 

prosecutors declined nearly half of all cases in Indian 

Country in 2017. The District of New Mexico U.S. Attorney’s 

office, the third busiest district in the country for Indian 

Country cases, has declined 69 percent of cases that fall 

under the “Offenses committed within Indian Country” 

statute and 80 percent of child abuse cases, accord- 

ing to data from the TRAC research center at Syracuse  

University. 

 “We’re letting the FBI off the hook way too easily,” said 

Mary Kathryn Nagle, a Cherokee Nation lawyer and coun-

sel to the National Indigenous Women’s Resource Center.  

“And I wish more senators would call them to account for 

how few investigations go anywhere. They need to have an 

oversight hearing on why the FBI is abdicating its duties.”

In December 2016, Eva was handcuffed outside a Dollar  

Store in northeast Albuquerque for stealing her grand-

mother’s truck, and placed in a 90-day program at Butterfly 

Healing Center, a coed treatment center for Native Ameri-

can teens in Taos. That’s where, at last, she began to talk.

Her disclosure set in motion a string of reports that re-

verberated across agencies and culminated in a three-hour 

interview with the FBI. To date, no charges have been filed.  

In the last 14 months since departing a safe house,  

Eva, now 18, and Haley, 13, have each enrolled in two new 

schools and changed apartments three times. Eva has 

gone missing once. She has also been arrested once. 

Many nights, she resists sleep. Nightmares ensue, and  

the sensation of near-sleep reminds her of the feeling she 

experienced when she was being trafficked—weightless 

and contorted underwater.

“I want to make it not real. But I was living there. And 

sometimes, I’m still living there.” Y
 

  

“My time reporting on human trafficking in  

New Mexico and across the West has left  

me with strong, lasting bonds but also an  

enduring sense of frustration and pessimism 

about the failures and future of the systems 

meant to protect victims of trafficking,  

especially indigenous victims. I’m continually 

shocked by how local and federal leaders  

can’t even account for the true scope or  

outlook of this complex issue. This, in turn,  

erases the experiences of those who have  

survived this atrocity and those we’ve lost.”

  2 NICK PACHELLI

of enslavement, exploitation, exportation, and relocation,” 

writes Sarah Deer, professor of law at Kansas University and 

author of The Beginning and End of Rape: Confronting 

Sexual Violence in Native America (University of Minnesota 

Press, 2015).

Today, high rates of chemical dependency, abuse, and 

involvement in the foster care system exacerbate vulner- 

ability to predators, the vast majority of whom are non- 

Native. As noted in Crotty’s white paper, female minors, 

homeless youth and transgender or two-spirit/LGBTQ  

people are most vulnerable to trafficking. And, as tribal  

leaders have also found, family members have been known  

to exchange younger children for money, drugs or basic  

needs. “We’ve seen our children trafficked by their own 

family, and most don’t even know they were trafficked,”  

says Crotty. 

MCKINLEY COUNTY, NEW MEXICO – In the fall of 2016, 

D redoubled his threats against Eva, promising to harm  

her grandmother and abduct her sister if she spoke out. 

If anyone could have helped Eva, it would have been her 

mother. Lea knew, or at least suspected, what was hap-

pening; she had seen the nude photos of her daughter and  

did nothing. Then in November, she died suddenly in an  

alcohol-fueled accident near Shiprock.

For weeks after the funeral, Eva lay on the floor of her 

grandmother’s house, while her phones buzzed with mes- 

sages. By now, she had four Samsung cellphones, all  

supplied by D, who texted daily, demanding more pho-

tos, threatening violence unless she picked herself off the 

ground and met him. Which she did, as if pulled by a wire 

tethered to her feet—driving or being driven to faraway 

towns, switching between cars with strange men.

“Nobody saw me. 
                   Not until the very end.”
   

Sex trafficking is a growing crime that’s 
estimated to generate $99 billion a year 
globally, and in the U.S., people of color
—mostly black and indigenous women—
are victimized at the highest rates.

—————————
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CLOVIS - For months, Clovis dairy farmer Art Schaap has 

watched his life go down the drain. Instead of selling milk, 

he is dumping 15,000 gallons a day—enough to provide  

a carton at lunch to 240,000 children. Instead of working 

24/7 to keep his animals healthy, he’s planning to exter-

minate all 4,000 of his cows, one of the best herds in Curry 

County’s booming dairy industry.  

The 54-year-old second-generation dairy farmer 

learned in August 2018 that his water, his land, his crops 

—even the blood in his body—were contaminated with 

chemicals that migrated to his property from nearby  

Cannon Air Force Base.

The toxins, collectively known as PFAS, have caused 

rampant pollution on military installations, something the 

U.S. Department of Defense has known about for decades 

but routinely failed to disclose. Now the state’s dairy industry 

is ground zero in an unprecedented crisis. For the first time 

ever, PFAS is threatening the American food supply.

“This has poisoned everything I’ve worked for and  

everything I care about,” Schaap (pronounced ‘skahp’) said.  

“I can’t sell the milk. I can’t sell beef. I can’t sell the cows. I  

can’t sell crops or my property. The Air Force knew they  

had contamination. What I really wonder is, why didn’t  

they say something?”

 There is plenty the Air Force could have said. It has  

for decades been aware that PFAS chemicals are toxic to 

humans, animals and the environment. By 2000, industry 

scientists and the Environmental Protection Agency had 

meticulously documented that the compounds persist in 

the environment for millennia. They are linked to cancer, 

thyroid disease, lowered immunity and developmental  

disorders, among other serious health problems.

They have poisoned the groundwater on at least 121  

U.S. military installations, the DOD disclosed in 2018. Several 

of those sites are located in New Mexico.

The contamination casts a long shadow over New  

Mexico’s all-important dairy business—the leading agri- 

cultural industry in the state, generating more than $1.3  

billion annually. Curry County is one of the nation’s top milk 

producers. Home to 86,000 milk cows, it boasts 25 dairies 

that sell 1.9 billion pounds of milk around the country.

Schaap’s dairy is ground zero, but this may soon change. 

The toxic plume is spreading slowly and inexorably—not  

only under Schaap’s fields but across the Ogallala Aqui-

fer, the largest aquifer in the nation, which spans 174,000 

square miles and parts of eight states.

 Based on more than a dozen interviews and an exam-

ination of more than 100 chemical studies, government  

reports and court cases, Searchlight New Mexico discov-

ered that:

Q A July 2017 inspection by Air Force scientists found  

contamination near the Schaap dairy—an inspection that  

came eight years after the Air Force identified the need 

for it. That report specified evidence of at least 10 serious 

contamination sites where trainees had sprayed hundreds 

of gallons of PFAS-containing firefighting foam. 

Q The Air Force reported its findings to the New Mexico  

Environment Department, but not to the people living 

nearby.

Q NMED failed to notify nearby residents in 2017. More 

than a year later, it issued a notice of violation to the Air 

Force, which refused to take corrective actions in response.

Groundwater contamination devastates a New Mexico dairy
— and threatens public healthPOISONED 

STATE When the Air Force finally tested Schaap’s 
water on August 28, 2018, it was found to be 
so polluted that the military immediately 
began delivering bottled water to the  
family home. One of Schaap’s wells tested 
at 12,000 parts per trillion, or 171 times  
the EPA health advisory level of 70 ppt.

—————————

——————————————————
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 The EPA on February 14 announced its intention to 

regulate the chemicals by year’s end, but the agency’s 

plan does not include immediate cleanup actions and  

has been widely criticized as foot-dragging.

 The EPA has failed for 20 years to regulate PFAS or any 

other new hazardous substance for drinking water, advo-

cates have noted. In 2016, it issued a “lifetime health advi-

sory” for PFOA and PFOS, recommending that individual or 

combined concentrations of the chemicals in drinking wa-

ter should be no greater than 70 ppt. (One part per trillion 

is roughly equivalent to a grain of sand in an Olympic-sized 

swimming pool.)

Its reluctance to act on PFAS—used not only in firefight-

ing foam, but also in non-stick cookware and hundreds  

of other product—comes despite the dogged efforts of 

environmental advocates like the EWG and lawmakers 

from states like Michigan, New York and Pennsylvania, 

where contamination is profound.

Scientific research long ago established a link between 

the chemicals and serious health impacts, such as altered 

puberty, endocrine disruption, pregnancy disorders, low-

ered fertility and increased risk of cancers (liver, testicular, 

kidney and pancreatic).

“The situation is urgent,” Udall told Searchlight. He and 

New Mexico’s congressional delegation want the DOD to 

immediately start providing clean, safe water to affected 

farmers.

Though the NMED has known of the threat since at least 

2017, it neglected to contact the community and its many 

dairy farmers. Milk was bought and sold, crossed state 

lines, mixed with that from other dairies, and consumed 

in vast quantities before Schaap’s Highland Dairy was 

informed of a problem.

The thought of a contaminated milk supply horrifies 

Schaap. “It’s potentially been in the groundwater the 

whole time I’ve owned the dairy,” he said.

For years he watched from his fields as trainees at  

Cannon Air Force Base set fire to mock airplanes and 

smothered the flames with clouds of PFAS-laced fire-

fighting foam. The chemicals make the foam resistant to  

grease, water, dirt and heat, which makes it extremely  

effective at snuffing out jet-fuel fires.

The Air Force says it is going above and beyond to  

address the contamination.

“I really want to emphasize this: Our focus is drinking 

water for human consumption—not for agriculture, not  

for anything else,” Air Force spokesman Mark Kinkade told  

Searchlight.

For Schaap, the impact is personal. He has already laid 

off 40 employees and is now preparing to euthanize his 

cattle. With no income, he can’t afford to buy feed, which 

costs him $350,000 a month. He says he can’t even sell his 

cows for dog food.

“I don’t care what they do, my property will never have 

the same value again,” Schaap said. “Who wants to live in  

a community with contaminated water?” Y

When the Air Force finally tested Schaap’s water on  

August 28, 2018, it was found to be so polluted that the  

military immediately began delivering bottled water to  

the family home. One of Schaap’s wells tested at 12,000  

parts per trillion, or 171  times the EPA health advisory level 

of 70 ppt.

Q To date, there has been no definitive accounting of the 

harm done to the public health, food chain and economy 

in New Mexico, impacts that are especially pointed in the 

Air Force communities of Clovis and Alamogordo.

“This is a national contamination crisis at this point, 

and we’ve really only scratched the surface in understand-

ing how large of an impact it’s having on health, both in  

highly contaminated communities like Clovis and across 

our entire population,” said David Andrews, a senior scientist  

for the Environmental Working Group, which leads a cam- 

paign to regulate PFAS chemicals.

The PFAS family contains thousands of compounds 

known as per- and polyflouroalkyl substances. The best-

known are perfluorooctanesulfonic acid (PFOS) and per-

fluorooctanoic acid (PFOA), but scientists believe the more 

obscure varieties pose health and environmental risks as 

well. These chemicals “seem to have the ability to harm an 

incredible number of different biological processes, and 

often at incredibly low concentrations,” Andrews said.

On January 23, in Albuquerque, Senator Tom Udall met 

with Schaap, four neighboring dairy farmers and represen- 

tatives from the Dairy Producers of New Mexico and vowed 

to find solutions. A long list of New Mexico lawmakers 

—from Governor Michelle Lujan Grisham to U.S. Represen- 

tative Ben Ray Luján and Senator Martin Heinrich—have 

 taken up the cause.

So have authorities at the local level.

“Property values are going to go down, and that’s going 

to hurt the tax base,” said Seth Martin, a Curry County 

Commissioner and a dairy farmer himself. “That’s some-

thing we really have to be prepared for.”

Udall, Heinrich and other New Mexico lawmakers have 

for months called on the Environmental Protection Agency  

to develop federal regulations and drinking water stan-

dards for PFOS and PFOA, the chemicals that are front  

and center in the Clovis crisis.

IMPACT:
Y One month after this story was published,  

     the New Mexico Environment Department  

     filed suit against the U.S. Air Force, charging  

     that the military had “created an imminent  

     and  substantial endangerment to human   

 health and the environment.” 

Y New Mexico is expected to soon follow other   

 states in adopting PFAS limits far lower than  

 federal guidelines allow.

Though the NMED has known of the threat 
since at least 2017, it neglected to contact 
the community and its many dairy farmers. 

“The PFAS story is, in many ways, a horror story,   

  one that’s overtaken Art Schaap, his family,  

  his animals, his land, the water supply—and  

  every single one of us. It was haunting to  

  talk to Schaap—one of the nicest people  

  you’d ever want to meet—and realize how  

  profoundly all of us have been misled or 

  outright lied to about a toxic chemical that’s  

  invaded the very bloodstream of America.’’

  2 AMY LINN

—————————
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