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Hearing Brief 

New Mexico High School Graduation Requirements 
 

2021 LESC Interim Overview 
 

 

 

 

 
What are New Mexico’s graduation requirements? 

Unit Requirements  

Key Takeaways 
 

LESC began its study of 

high school graduation 

requirements in 2021, 

covering information about 

state policy options, the 

role of career technical 

education, and how to use 

middle school years to 

prepare students for high 

school.  
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The only diploma offering 

in New Mexico is known as 

a “Diploma of Excellence.” 

It requires students to 

complete 24 specified 

course units and 

demonstrate competency 

to graduate. 

Pages 1–2 

 

State options for designing 

graduation requirements 

vary across the United 

States with no 

standardized approach 

nationwide. 
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https://www.nmlegis.gov/handouts/ALESC%20052721%20Item%206%20.1%20-%20Brief%20High%20School%20Graduation%20Requirements.pdf
https://www.nmlegis.gov/handouts/ALESC%20062321%20Item%208%20.2%20LESC%20Brief%20-%20High%20School%20Expectations%20and%20Pathways%20-%20FINAL.pdf
https://www.nmlegis.gov/handouts/ALESC%20062321%20Item%208%20.2%20LESC%20Brief%20-%20High%20School%20Expectations%20and%20Pathways%20-%20FINAL.pdf
https://www.nmlegis.gov/handouts/ALESC%20083021%20Item%208%20.1%20-%20State%20Options%20and%20High%20School%20Requirements.pdf
https://www.nmlegis.gov/handouts/ALESC%20083021%20Item%208%20.1%20-%20State%20Options%20and%20High%20School%20Requirements.pdf
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Competency Requirements 

 

 

 

 
What does research say about what 
students need to learn in high school? State law does not allow 

graduation requirements to 

change for a student once they 

have entered ninth grade. 

 

State law requires students to 

take algebra II, or its equivalent, 

unless a parent has submitted a 

written, signed permission for the 

student to complete a lesser 

mathematics unit.  

 

Subject Area Required Units Additional Requirements and Detail

Mathematics 4

One unit must be the equivalent to or higher than the level of algebra II. 

Per Section 22-13-1.1 NMSA 1978, the algebra II requirement stands "unless the 

parent submitted written, signed permission for the student to complete a lesser 

mathematics unit."

English Language Arts 4 Must include a major emphasis on grammar, nonfiction writing, and literature.

Science 3 Two of the units must include a lab component.

Social Studies 3.5

Must include U.S. history and geography, world history and geography, government 

and economics, and 0.5 unit of New Mexico history.

Physical Education 1

Options vary by school district, but can include marching band, JROTC, and/or 

interscholastic sports.

Electives 7.5 Electives must meet PED content and performance standards.

Career cluster, workplace 

readiness, or a language other 

than English 1

Total Units 24

Source: LESC review of Section 22-13-1.1 NMSA 1978

Table 1: New Mexico Statutory High School Graduation Requirements

Notes: At least one of the units required for graduation must be earned as an advanced placement or honors course, a dual credit course, or a distance 

learning course; A course in health education is also required prior to graduation, but can be offered in either middle or high school, as determined by 

each local school district. 
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How do states design graduation requirements? 

How does New Mexico compare regionally? 

Rigorous academic expectations 

must be matched with systems of 

support, excellent teachers, 

effective curricula and instructional 

materials, guidance in planning for 

goals after high school, and access 

to challenging coursework. 

https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/education-k-12/reports/2018/04/02/447717/high-school-diplomas/
https://www.nsba.org/-/media/NSBA/File/cpe-the-path-least-taken-report-2014-26.pdf
https://www.nmlegis.gov/handouts/ALESC%20083021%20Item%208%20.1%20-%20State%20Options%20and%20High%20School%20Requirements.pdf
https://www.nmlegis.gov/handouts/ALESC%20083021%20Item%208%20.1%20-%20State%20Options%20and%20High%20School%20Requirements.pdf
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 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Considerations 



Graduation Course Requirements for Students in the Graduating Classes of 2022-2025 
Students entering 9th grade in 2018–2019, 2019-20, 2020-21, 2021-22 

One unit must be honors, Advanced Placement, dual credit, or distance learning. 

*Students who demonstrate proficiency on the ESSA-required mathematics assessment and meet the Algebra II graduation requirement may use a qualifying computer science 
course for mathematics graduation credit. Students who demonstrate proficiency in the science assessment may use a qualifying computer science course and earn a science 
credit.  
**ELD courses are intended for English learners (ELs) whose proficiency level is nearing proficiency, as measured by the PED-approved English language proficiency assessment. 
 

Content Area     Coursework Requirements  Coursework Options  

Mathematics 

4 credits of math in high school, 
one of which shall be the 
equivalent to or higher than the 
level of Algebra II 

• Computer Science A*  
• Computer Science Principles*  
• Algebra I  
• Algebra II  
• Algebra II/Trig  
• Applied Math  
• Financial Literacy  
• Fractal Mathematics*  
• Geometry  
• Integrated Pathway: Math I  
• Integrated Pathway: Math II  
• Integrated Pathway: Math III  
• Mathematical Modeling * 
• Probability and Statistics   
• Scientific Technologies * 
• AP and IB courses in Mathematics 
• Courses at a higher level than Algebra II (see Fourth Math 

Course Options List) 

Reading and 
Writing 

4 credits of English with major 
emphasis on grammar, nonfiction 
writing, and literature   

• ELA 1/ELA-ELD I** 
• ELA 2/ELA-ELD II** 
• ELA 3/ELA-ELD III** 
• ELA 4/ELA-ELD IV** 
• SREB Literacy Ready  
• AP and IB courses in English Language Arts  

Science 
3 credits of science 
2 credits must include a lab 
component 

• Secondary courses under STARS codes in the 1700s 
(includes AP and IB courses in science) 

• Computer Science A* 
• Computer Science Principles* 
• Fractal Mathematics* 
• Mathematical Modeling* 
• Scientific Technologies* 

Social 
Studies 

3.5 credits to include U.S. history 
and geography, world history and 
geography, government and 
economics, and 0.5 credit of N.M. 
history 

• US History and Geography  
• World History and Geography  
• 0.5 U.S. Government  
• 0.5 Economics  
• 0.5 N.M. History  
• AP and IB courses in Social Studies   

Physical 
Education 

1 credit in physical education  
Options vary by school. Examples include: 

• Marching band 
• JROTC 
• Interscholastic sports  

Career Cluster, 
Workplace 
Readiness, 
Language  

1 unit in a career cluster course, 
workplace readiness, or a 
language other than English 

• Options vary by school. 

Electives  
7 elective units that meet 
department content and 
performance standards   

Options vary by school. Examples include: 
• Student service learning 
• Pre-apprenticeship programs 
• Media literacy 
• Additional courses in core subjects 

Health  
1 course (0.5 or 1 credit) in 
health 

• Health (taken either in high school or middle school 
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State Diploma Type

English Language 

Arts Math Social Studies Science World Language PE/Health Arts Electives Other

Total Unit 

Requirements in 

State Law or 

Administrative Code Notes

Alabama Standard 4 4 4 4  -- 1.5  -- 2.5 4 24

1

Must include English 

I, II, III, IV

Must include 1 unit 

of algebra I, 1 unit of 

geometry, and 1 of 

algebra II*

Including 1 world 

history, 1 U.S. 

history I, 1 U.S. 

history II, 0.5 U.S. 

government, 0.5 

economics

Including 1 biology 

and 1 physical 

science**

No specific language 

requirements but 

students must 

complete 3 units 

chosen from career 

technical education, 

foreign language, or 

arts education

Including 1 unit 

lifelong 

individualized fitness 

education and 0.5 

unit health 

education

No specific arts 

requirements but 

students must 

complete 3 units 

chosen from career 

technical education, 

foreign language, or 

arts education

1 unit of career 

preparedness and 3 

units chosen from 

career technical 

education, foreign 

language, or arts 

education

2

Alaska Standard 4 3 3 2  -- 1  --  --  -- 21 *Each chief school administrator shall develop and submit to the district board for 

approval a plan consisting of district high school graduation requirements. The plan must 

require that, before graduation, a student must have earned at least 21 units of credit. 

Specific subject area units of credit requirements must be set out in each district plan 

and must require students to complete the 13 units specified in this table.

**Alaska adopted a list of recommended and required units, sometimes recommending 

more units than are required: as example, the state recommends 4 units of math, but 

requires 3 units; the state also recommends 2 units of a world language in the same 

world language, Alaska Native language, or in American Sign Language, but requires no 

units to graduate.

2

Arizona Standard 4 4 3 3  --  -- 1 7  -- 22

Can be English or 

English as a second 

language*

Must include 3 units 

containing content 

aligned to the 

Arizona math 

standards for 

algebra I, geometry, 

and algebra II**, 1 

unit that includes 

significant math 

content***

Must include 1 unit 

of  American history 

(including AZ 

history), 1 unit of 

world 

history/geography, 

0.5 unit U.S. 

government 

(including civics and 

AZ government), and 

0.5 unit economics

May be a unit in arts 

or career technical 

education and 

vocational education

4

Colorado Standard* With the exception of 

0.5 unit U.S. and 

Colorado 

government, all 

graduation 

requirements set by 

local districts

With the exception of 

0.5 unit U.S. and 

Colorado 

government, all 

graduation 

requirements set by 

local districts

0.5 unit U.S. and 

Colorado 

government

With the exception of 

0.5 unit U.S. and 

Colorado 

government, all 

graduation 

requirements set by 

local districts

With the exception of 

0.5 unit U.S. and 

Colorado 

government, all 

graduation 

requirements set by 

local districts

With the exception of 

0.5 unit U.S. and 

Colorado 

government, all 

graduation 

requirements set by 

local districts

With the exception of 

0.5 unit U.S. and 

Colorado 

government, all 

graduation 

requirements set by 

local districts

With the exception of 

0.5 unit U.S. and 

Colorado 

government, all 

graduation 

requirements set by 

local districts

With the exception of 

0.5 unit U.S. and 

Colorado 

government, all 

graduation 

requirements set by 

local districts

 -- *The state's high school graduation requirements for the standard diploma changed 

starting with the graduating class of 2021. All districts must adopt graduation 

requirements that at a minimum meet the requirements of state board-set graduation 

guidelines. State-level menu of options identifies minimum cut scores or other metrics in 

English and math on the following measures: Accuplacer, ACT, ACT WorkKeys, AP, ASVAB, 

concurrent enrollment, district capstone, industry certificate, IB, SAT and collaboratively 

developed, standards-based performance assessment. Districts may make all options 

available or select from the menu of options to make available to students. Students 

select from district-determined menu of options how they will demonstrate college- and 

career-readiness in ELA and math. Students may use different options to demonstrate 

college- and career-readiness in English and math. Districts may raise minimum scores 

required on an option for the standard diploma, add graduation requirements in other 

content areas or adapt the college and career demonstrations necessary to earn a 

standard high school diploma to accommodate for English learners, gifted students and 

students with disabilities.

4

State Graduation Requirements: Regional and Select State Comparison with New Mexico

*Units shall include but not be limited to the following: reading American and other world 

literature, reading informational text, writing, research methods, speaking and listening 

skills, grammar and vocabulary.

**The requirement for the 3rd credit covering algebra II may be met by but is not limited 

to the following: a math course comparable to algebra II course content, computer 

science, career technical education and vocational education, economics, science and 

arts courses as determined by the local school district governing board or charter school.

***As determined by local school district or charter school.

3

*4th unit math must be chosen from Alabama course of study: math or career technical 

education/AP/IB/postsecondary equivalent courses

**3rd and 4th unit science must be chosen from Alabama course of study: science or 

career technical education/AP/IB/postsecondary equivalent course

3

1
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State Diploma Type

English Language 

Arts Math Social Studies Science World Language PE/Health Arts Electives Other

Total Unit 

Requirements in 

State Law or 

Administrative Code Notes

State Graduation Requirements: Regional and Select State Comparison with New Mexico

Hawaii Standard* 4 3 4 3  -- 1.5  -- 6 2.5 24

Including 1 unit 

English Language 

Arts 1, 1 unit English 

Language Arts 2, 0.5 

unit expository 

writing, and 1.5 

units Common Core 

aligned language 

arts electives or 

proficiency based 

equivalents.

Including 1 unit 

algebra I, 1 unit 

geometry, and 1 unit 

of a mathematics 

basic elective

Including 1 unit U.S. 

history and 

government, 1 unit 

world history and 

culture, 0.5 unit 

modern history of 

Hawaii, 0.5 unit 

participation in a 

democracy, and 1 

unit of a social 

studies elective

Including 1 unit 

biology and 2 units 

science basic 

electives

No specific unit 

requirements in 

world language but 

students must take 

2 units in world 

language, fine arts, 

career technical 

education, or JROTC

Including 0.5 unit 

physical education 

lifetime fitness, 0.5 

unit physical 

education basic 

elective, and 0.5 

unit in health today 

and tomorrow

No specific unit 

requirements in arts 

but students must 

take 2 units in world 

language, fine arts, 

career technical 

education, or JROTC

0.5 unit of a 

personal transition 

plan and 2 units in 

world language, fine 

arts, career 

technical education, 

or JROTC

Louisiana Standard

(TOPS 

University 

Diploma)

4 4 4 4 2 2 1 3 24

Including English I, 

English II, English III 

or an alternative and 

English IV or 

alternative

Including algebra I, 

geometry, and 

algebra II OR 

integrated math I, II, 

and III, and a 4th 

math unit

Including 1 unit U.S. 

history, 1 unit 

chosen from civics 

with a section on 

free enterprise, 

government, or AP 

U.S. government and 

politics, and 2 

additional units

Including biology I, 

chemistry 1, and 2 

additional units

2 units in the same 

world language

Including 1.5 units 

physical education 

and 0.5 unit health

Mississippi Standard* 4 4 4 3 1 1 5 2 24

Including English I, 

English II

Including algebra I Including 1 unit 

world history, 1 unit 

U.S. history, 0.5 unit 

geography, 0.5 unit 

U.S. government, 

0.5 unit economics, 

and 0.5 unit 

Mississippi studies

Including 1 unit 

biology

Including 0.5 unit 

physical education 

and 0.5 unit health

1 unit arts 1 unit of college and 

career readiness 

and 1 unit 

technology or 

computer science

Nevada Standard* 4 3 2 2  -- 2.5 1 7.5 0.5 22.5**

Including reading, 

composition, and 

writing

Including 1 unit 

American 

government and 1 

unit American 

history

Includes 0.5 unit in 

health and 2 units in 

physical education

Can be 1 unit in arts 

and humanities, 

JROTC, or career and 

technical education

0.5 unit in use of 

computers required

Nevada 

(continued)

Advanced or 

College and 

Career Ready

4 4 3 3  -- 2.5 1 6 0.5 24*

Includes 0.5 unit in 

health and 1.5 units 

in physical education

Can be 1 unit in arts 

and humanities, 

JROTC, or career and 

technical education

0.5 unit in use of 

computers required

In addition to core academic subjects, the following subjects must be taught as 

applicable for grade levels and to the extent practicable in all public schools: the arts, 

computer education and technology, health, and physical education. 

*Nevada offers both a standard and advanced diploma. 

**Nevada's standard diploma requires students to earn a minimum of 15 units in 

required courses and 7.5 units of elective courses for a total of 22.5 units. 

*Nevada's advanced diploma requires students to earn a minimum of 18 units in 

required courses and 6 units in electives for a total of 24 units. The advanced diploma 

also requires a GPA of 3.25 for all units of credit applicable toward graduation.

8

9

5

6

7

*In addition to its standard (traditional) diploma, Mississippi offers a traditional diploma 

with a career technical education endorsement, a traditional diploma with an academic 

endorsement, a traditional diploma with a distinguished academic endorsement, and an 

alternate diploma, all of which have specific requirements exceeding the 24 units 

included in the traditional diploma. 

*Hawaii also offers additional designations and certifications beyond its standard 

diploma. For an honors recognition certificate, students must attain a cumulative grade 

point average of 3.0 or above, complete both algebra II and 1 unit beyond algebra II, 4 

units of science, and 2 units from an AP, IB, or Running Start course. For a career 

technical education honors designation, students must complete a program of study and 

earn a B grade or better in their coursework as well as meet or exceed proficiency on 

corresponding performance-based assessments. For a STEM honors designation, 

students must complete 4 units of math including algebra II and 1 unit beyond algebra II, 

4 units of science (1 of which must be in biology or its equivalent), and successful 

completion of a STEM capstone project. 

8

7

6

5
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State Diploma Type

English Language 

Arts Math Social Studies Science World Language PE/Health Arts Electives Other

Total Unit 

Requirements in 

State Law or 

Administrative Code Notes

State Graduation Requirements: Regional and Select State Comparison with New Mexico

New Mexico Standard 4 4 3.5 3  -- 1 7.5 1 24

Must include a 

major emphasis on 

grammar, nonfiction 

writing, and 

literature

1 unit must be the 

equivalent to, or 

higher than, the 

level of algebra II

Must include U.S. 

history and 

geography, world 

history and 

geography, 

government and 

economics, and 0.5 

unit of New Mexico 

history

2 of the units must 

include a lab 

component

Career cluster, 

workplace 

readiness, or a 

language other than 

English

North Dakota 4 3 3 3  -- 1  -- 5 3 22

Must be from a 

sequence that 

includes literature, 

composition, and 

speech

May include 1 unit 

computer science

Including 1 U.S. 

history and either 

0.5 unit U.S. 

government and 0.5 

unit economics, or 1 

unit problems of 

democracy and 1 

unit or 2.5 units of 

any other social 

studies, which may 

include civics, 

civilization, 

geography, and 

history, multicultural 

studies, or North 

Dakota studies

Must consist of 1 

unit of biology, 1 unit 

of chemistry, and 1 

unit of physics OR 1 

unit of biology, 1 unit 

of physical science, 

and either 1 unit of 

or 2 0.5 units of any 

other science

No specific foreign 

language 

requirements, but as 

noted in "other" 

students must take 

3 units that can be 

in a foreign 

language, Native 

American language, 

fine art, or career 

and technical 

education course 

May be 1 unit of 

physical education 

or 0.5 unit of 

physical education 

and 0.5 unit of 

health

No specific arts 

requirements, but as 

noted in "other" 

students must take 

3 units that can be 

in a foreign 

language, Native 

American language, 

fine art, or career 

and technical 

education course 

Any 3 units of 

foreign languages, 

Native American 

languages, fine arts, 

or career and 

technical education 

courses

Oklahoma Standard* 4 3 3 3 1 8 1 23

Including grammar, 

composition, 

literature, or any 

English course 

approved for college 

admission 

requirements

Limited to algebra I, 

algebra II, geometry, 

trigonometry, math 

analysis, calculus, 

AP statistics, or any 

math course with 

content and/or rigor 

above algebra I and 

approved for college 

admission 

requirements

Including 1 unit 

American history, 

0.5 unit Oklahoma 

history, 0.5 unit U.S. 

government and 1 

additional unit**

Must be lab science, 

including 1 unit or 

set of competencies 

of life science, 

meeting the 

standards for biology 

I; 1 unit or set of 

competencies of 

physical science, 

meeting the 

standards for 

physical science, 

chemistry or physics; 

and 1 unit or set of 

competencies 

meeting the 

standards for 

chemistry or physics

Must be 1 unit or set 

of competencies in 

fine arts or speech

World language or 

computer technology

12
12

10

11 11

At least one of the units required for graduation must be earned as an advanced 

placement or honors course, a dual credit course, or a distance learning course.

**A course in health education is also required prior to graduation, but can be offered in 

either middle or high school, as determined by each local school district.

*All requirements are framed as “units or sets of competencies.”

**From the subjects of history, government, geography, economics, civics or non-western 

culture and approved for college admission requirements.

***Unit or set of competencies in English, math, lab science, history and citizenship 

skills, foreign language or computer technology, or career and technology education 

courses, concurrently enrolled courses, AP courses or IB courses approved for college 

admission requirements.

10
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State Diploma Type

English Language 

Arts Math Social Studies Science World Language PE/Health Arts Electives Other

Total Unit 

Requirements in 

State Law or 

Administrative Code Notes

State Graduation Requirements: Regional and Select State Comparison with New Mexico

South Dakota Standard 4 3 3 3 1 1 5.5 1.5 22

Must include 1 unit 

of writing, 0.5 unit of 

speech or debate, 

and 1 unit literature 

that must include 

0.5 unit of American 

literature

Must include 1 unit 

of algebra I

Must include 1 unit 

of U.S. history and 

0.5 unit of U.S. 

government

Must include 1 unit 

of biology*

0.5 unit of health or 

health integration or 

0.5 unit of physical 

education

1 unit of fine arts Including 1 unit or 

more in any 

combination of the 

following: approved 

career technical 

education courses, a 

capstone 

experience, and 

world languages; 

and 0.5 unit of 

personal finance or 

economics

Texas Standard

(Foundation)

4 3 3 3 2 1 1 5 22

Including English I, 

English II, English III 

(or AP or IB), and an 

advanced English 

course selected from 

specified courses

Including 1 algebra I, 

1 geometry, 1 

advanced math 

selected from 

specified courses

 Including world 

history or world 

geography, U.S. 

history, 0.5 unit 

economics with 

emphasis on the 

free enterprise 

system and its 

benefits, 0.5 unit 

U.S. government

 Including 1 unit 

biology, 1 unit 

chosen from 

integrated physical 

and chemistry, 

chemistry, or physics 

and 1 unit of an 

advanced science 

course

2 units same 

language or 2 units 

computer 

programming 

languages, including 

computer coding**

1 unit physical 

education

1 unit fine arts

Utah Standard 4 3 3 3  -- 2 1.5 5.5 2 24

Must include 

secondary math I, II, 

III*

Must include 1 unit 

of U.S. history, 0.5 

unit of  geography, 

0.5 unit of 

civilization, 0.5 unit 

of U.S. government 

and citizenship, and 

0.5 unit of social 

studies per local 

education agency 

discretion

Must include 2 units 

from two of the 

following five 

science foundation 

areas: earth science, 

biological science, 

chemistry, physics, 

computer science, 

plus 1 unit from an 

approved list

Includes 0.5 unit of 

health and 1.5 of 

physical education, 

which must include 

0.5 unit participation 

skills, 0.5 unit 

fitness for life, and 

0.5 unit of 

individualized 

lifetime activities

The 1.5 units can be 

from any of the 

following 

performance areas: 

visual arts, music, 

dance, theatre, or 

media arts

Utah requires 1 

career technical 

education course 

from menu of 

options, 0.5 digital 

studies, and 0.5 

general financial 

literacy

Washington Standard* 4 3 3 3 2 2 2 4 1 24*

Must include algebra 

1 or integrated math 

1, geometry or 

integrated math 2, 

and a third unit of 

math

Must include 1 unit 

U.S. history and 

government, 0.5 unit 

contemporary world 

history, geography, 

and problems, 0.5 

unit civics, and 1 

unit of a  social 

studies elective

Must include at least 

2 lab sciences and a 

third unit of math

Can be 2 units in a 

world language or 

personalized 

pathway 

requirement

Must include 0.5 

unit of health and 

1.5 units of fitness

1 unit of career 

technical education 

that may be an 

occupational 

education course

*Utah defines secondary math in its state rules and has opt-out provisions from 

secondary math III similar to New Mexico where a parent can opt-out with a signed note 

although a third math credit is still required. In addition, a student who successfully 

completes a calculus course with a “C” grade or higher has completed mathematics 

graduation requirements, regardless of the number of mathematics credits earned.

15

13

14

*Washington state revised graduation requirements to increase units from 22 to 24, 

beginning with the class of 2019. In addition to course requirements, Washington state 

students must complete a "high school & beyond" plan as part of graduation 

requirements. These are started in seventh or eighth grade and revised throughout high 

school.

**Up to 2 credits can be waived locally based on a student's  circumstances.

A state-approved advanced computer science course may be substituted in lieu for 1 unit 

of science but may not be substituted for biology.

*Integrated physics and chemistry; chemistry; physics; principles of technology; or a 

comparable AP or IB chemistry or physics course that does not count toward another 

credit required for graduation.

**To be selected from computer science I, II, and III, AP computer science principles, AP 

computer science A, IB computer science standard level and IB computer science higher 

level.

16 16

15

14

13
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