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Teachers Critical of Penasco Super. Fired or Demoted

By Ari Levin
SUN Staff Writer

Teachers and staff have filed
multiple complaints against Pe-
flasco Superintendent Lisa Hamil-
ton over the past year, citing abus-
es of her position and negative
comments about District employ-
ees.

They have been displeased
with her performance during her
first year with the District. At least
two of those who lodged com-
plaints have been terminated or
demoted.

In March, the Pefiasco School
Board declined to renew Hamil-
ton’s contract, then reinstated her
five days later.

Hamilton’s educator license is
currently under investigation, ac-
cording to the Public Education
Department’s website. The De-
partment wrote in response to a
public records request that some
records were withheld that relate
to an ongoing investigation, but
provided documents related to
two other complaints.

Hamilton did not respond to an
email requesting comment.

On Feb. 7, Hamilton’s son used
a master key to enter school build-
ings on a day there was no school.
Hamilton gave her son keys to
play basketball in the elementary
school gymnasium. That day, he
entered multiple classrooms and
left a messy trail in his wake.

The first complaint, dated Feb.
17, comes from a school counsel-
or and involves a meeting with a
student in a military preparation
program.

School Counselor Pauline La-
umbach blocked a student from
continuing in an Air Force prepa-
ration program due to grades.

On Jan. 21, Hamilton met with
the student, their parents, and an
Air Force recruiter TSgt. Jordan
Lucey, where Hamilton overruled
Laumbach’s decision and made
negative comments, accusing La-
umbach of changing grades and
calling her “anti-military.”

The student told classmates
about the meeting, and another
teacher told Laumbach about what
he overheard from the student.

L Lisa Hamilton abused her position

On August 15, 2019, a student was assaulted by another student.

This occurred on a Thursday, and the school was on a four-day a week calendar.

e guardian iquired whether the principal had ever filed a police report, to

(Photo courtesy of New Mexico Public Education Department)
The state Public Education Department sent a heavily-redacted
version of the complaint against Pefiasco Superintendent Lisa Ham-
ilton. One redaction removes almost all details about an August as-
sault that took place at Pefiasco Elementary School and its relevance

to the complaint.

Laumbach in the complaint ac-
cused Hamilton of violating the
State Personnel Act by discussing
a school employee with others
present.

The investigation report, as
prepared by Department Chief In-
vestigator Jeremy Garcia, men-
tions a letter from Lucey detailing
complaints about Laumbach.
However, the letter as provided by
the Department contains many re-
dactions and Laumbach’s name
does not appear between redac-
tions.

The Department did not fulfill
a request inquiring about redac-
tions by press time, but they did
write that they will review the re-
dactions.

Garcia wrote that Marina Lo-
pez, then principal of Pefiasco
High School and Middle School,
claimed that Hamilton spoke with
her about the meeting but denied
speaking about Laumbach.

On May 29, Hamilton dis-
missed Lopez from her position as
principal after four years and reas-
signed her as a fourth-grade teach-
er.

Lopez said that her biggest sur-
prise was receiving the news as an
email on a Friday afternoon.

She said she accepted the teach-
ing position after being given a
deadline to respond within a week,
and did not want to leave the Dis-
trict five years before retirement.

A change.org petition created
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by an elementary school teacher
called for the reinstatement of Lo-
pez as principal. The petition re-
ceived more than 500 digital sig-
natures.

“Under the leadership of Mari-
na Lopez, the overall school grade
for both the middle and high
school locations increased,” the
petition states. “The Pefiasco Mid-
dle school went from being a D
school to an A school and received
recognition from the NM Public
Education Department, to which
Mrs. Lopez undoubtedly played
an instrumental role by guiding
her staff and students to reaching
and maintaining this goal.”

“It’s humbling to see that your
hard work for the last five years,
in the position that I’ve been in,
has been acknowledged and ap-
preciated,” Lopez said. “Not just
by my staff, who I work with ev-
ery day, but by parents and stu-
dents.”

The Department closed the
complaint March 27 with no pros-
ecution or action taken.

A second complaint, dated

March 30, alleges multiple in-
stances of Hamilton abusing her
position.

The complaint was submitted
by Miguelangel Burns, Kaori Lo-
pez and Marissa Sandoval, who
are listed as teachers and the Pres-
ident, Secretary and Treasurer re-
spectively of the local chapter of
the American Federation of Teach-
ers.

According to the June Taos
News story, Burns did not have
his contract renewed. Burns de-
clined to comment for this story.

The complaint describes an as-
sault that took place Aug. 15.
Nearly the entire section of the
complaint is redacted, but men-
tions Burns as the victim’s teach-
er.

According to the police report,
dated Aug. 27, an 11-year-old stu-
dent named Ky Hamilton assault-
ed 8-year-old Miguel Roybal.
Roybal was waiting for the bus at
the school playground when an-
other student allegedly began
fighting him, leaving Roybal with
several scratches but no serious
injuries.

The report states that Pefiasco
Elementary School Principal Aar-
on Mitchell had spoken about the
incident with Ky’s father, who the
report names as Stuart Hamilton.
A 2009 Santa Fe Community
Foundation Annual Report lists a
gift from Stuart Hamilton and Li-
sa Comer Hamilton; the complaint
was filed against “Lisa Hamilton
aka Lisa A. Comer.”

A Peiasco teacher who wished
to remain nameless for fear of
retribution confirmed that the inci-
dent involved Hamilton’s son.

The complaint also describes
events on Feb. 7, the date of the
break-in, including a teacher no-
ticing noises from a classroom,

but multiple sentences and an en-
tire paragraph are redacted. A non-
redacted part of the report men-
tions that the classroom when the
teacher returned contained empty
food containers and items of furni-
ture were out of place.

Lopez contacted District IT Di-
rector Darren Griego to request
footage from that day, and Griego
began to compile the footage on
Monday.

Jonah Medina, a staff worker
under Griego, took over a position
that is redacted or unspecified.
The complaint alleges that Hamil-
ton denied Medina authority to
view the footage.

Emails show Medina left the
District in early March after being
made uncomfortable by an outside
company, Harmonix, that Hamil-
ton brought in to provide outside
services.

Attached to the complaint is a
March 2020 Rio Grande SUN ar-
ticle describing issues that the Es-
pafiola School District had with
Harmonix.

The complaint describes other
matters, including multiple in-
stances where Hamilton made
false statements to the Board. It
cites a different SUN article that
describes conflicting information
Hamilton gave to the Board and to
police regarding the break-in.

The complaint contains a letter
from the Board, dated Feb. 27,
that letters of concern regarding
the superintendent were received
from staff members.

More than 20 letters were sent
to the Board, Board President
Amanda Bissell said.

The Board met in executive
session for nearly four hours on
March 4 to discuss hiring proto-
cols and the superintendent’s con-
tract, according to meeting min-

utes. Afterward, Bissell announced
that the Board decided not to re-
new Hamilton’s contract. Howev-
er, no vote was taken.

Bissell said in an interview that
this was a mistake made after a
long and emotional day. She said
that during the executive session a
majority of Board members had
said they were not in favor of re-
newing Hamilton’s contract, but
no vote was taken.

In response, the Board called a
special meeting on March 9. Bis-
sell apologized for not calling a
vote in the previous meeting.
Then, after another two-hour ex-
ecutive session, the Board voted
3-2 to approve Hamilton’s con-
tract as superintendent for the next
school year.

Bissell was one of the two
votes against renewing Hamil-
ton’s contract. In an interview, she
declined to answer why she voted
that way, not wanting to comment
on personnel matters.

Also attached to the complaint
is an email from Bissell describing
results of a survey evaluating the
Superintendent, High School/
Middle School Principal and Ele-
mentary School Principal.

According to the Taos News,
during public comment at the
March 4 meeting, Stephanie Ly,
New Mexico president of the
American Federation of Teachers
union, cited a survey that showed
78 percent disapproval of Hamil-
ton among District staff.

A teacher also said that Lopez
had high ratings on the survey.

In the copy of the complaint
obtained by the SUN, the results
of the survey are redacted.

Before being hired by the Pe-
fiasco School District, Hamilton
worked for the Public Education
Department.
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