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North Valley Academy (NVA) in Los
Ranchos de Albuquerque, New Mexico
is a charter where children are not only
encouraged to value their education, but
where they are also taught to care for their
environment and their health.

Jerald Snider, Headmaster at NVA, came by
his gift of teaching and leadership rightfully.
He is originally from Indiana where his father
was a high school coach and history teacher,
and his mother was a substitute teacher. His
sister is also an educator. He has been in
education since 1970 and has worked with
large and diverse student bodies, as well as
small homogenous rural schools. His wife
is a principal at a charter school, and Snider
says that they both realized that “the cookie-
cutter model doesn’t fit everyone.”

NVA serves as a model for what can be
done with a vision and a great management
team to reform a school in dire need of

change. When Jerald Snider took over NVA
five years ago, he was faced with an uphill
battle. Construction of its facilities was not
complete, so the school was meeting in a
church approximately nine miles away. There
were three charter schools in the immediate
arca that were initially chartered by the
same management company as technology
schools. When Snider took over, school staff
was hostile and some parents even removed
their children from the school.

Undaunted, Snider got to work immediately,
rebuilding the school curriculum and
structure from the ground up. The name
of the school was changed to North Valley
Academy, new programs were added, and
the 9 grade was eliminated. The school was
configured with a trimester system, a year-
round calendar and gender grouping of all
Seventh and Eighth Graders, and has been
sceing a great deal of positive response from
both students and parents. Matthews Fox
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Law Firm, or Patricia Matthews Law Firm
as it was known at the time, helped with
transition and provided NVA with legal
representation that assisted in the school’s
success. NVA currently has 430 students
in kindergarten through eighth grade, and
a pre-kindergarten program that serves 40
students. The school has a yearly operating
budget of $3.2 million, which covers about
$7,000 per child. However, the real appeal
of the school is the health and wellness
theme, which pervades every aspect of the
curriculum.

Snider prides himself on the way that he has
brought NVA out of its established methods
to a more progressive way of forward-
thinking.

“Here’s my philosophy: I want to educate a
well-rounded student, one who is pretty good
at a lot of different things. We are training a
well-rounded student who is well trained in
nutrition and fitness...many different arcas.”
To begin with, the school does not serve any
fried foods in its cafeteria. As an insulin-
dependent  diabetic, Snider knows the
importance of eating healthy. Before he took
over the school, the children were served
foods like pizza, french fries, and breadsticks,
all at the same lunch period.

“That stuff has 8 zillion carbs. The kids
would be hyper after lunch and then crash;”
says Snider. To combat this, he took steps to
ensure that lunches would provide students
with nutritional value and enough energy to
get through the day. Today, the cafeteria only
serves whole wheat bread along with foods
that are baked not fried, and offers a salad bar,
fruit, vegetables and a healthy entrée.

The New Mexico’s climate is also conducive
to promoting outdoor physical activity,
allowing the children to spend a great deal of



their school day outside. There is an outdoor
track where studentsand teachers are required
to walk daily and indoor and outdoor rock
climbing walls. Around the track, there are
also 14 exercise stations to allow for many
students to exercise simultaneously.

Equally as innovative is Snider’s use of the
campus grounds to teach the students about
agriculture and the uses of natural resources.
Ms. Candace Cavellier, NVA’s art teacher,
recently received the grant money that has
allowed students to plant 21 gardens around
the school. Each garden has a different theme
such as a Peanut Butter and Jelly Garden
used to grow peanuts and strawberries, a
Body Parts garden that grows skullcap, wolf
tail grass, and desert beard tongue; and the
list goes on. The truly fascinating aspect of
this project is how NVA ties these gardens
into the curriculum. The Mr. Potato Head
garden was used to begin a study of the
Irish Potato famine and the role of potatoes
in the Civil War. The Cotton Garden was
used to introduce the topics of the New
Mexico Sunbelt, and the role of the cotton
industry in the Civil War. Some gardens
simply teach students how to grow their own
food in the New Mexico climate, such as the
Companion Planting Garden, which teaches

agriculturally important strategies: that corn
benefits from beans, and beans benefit from
squash... If that is not impressive enough, the
school also boasts 3 outdoor classrooms.

The minds of the teachers at NVA are just
as important to Snider to stretch and mold

as are the minds of the students. In order to
ensure that his students have the best quality
teachers available he is committed to assisting
any teachers that are having trouble making
progress with their students and within
the classroom. He has created a mentoring
program in which new teachers can gain
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guidance from veteran teachers, who receive
a small stipend to encourage this mentorship.
Teachers are expected to make progress on
periodic, short-cycle assessments including
the Brigance and DIBELS exams that are
conducted once per trimester, and the New
Mexico Standards Based Assessment, which
determines whether NVA meets its Adequate
Yearly Progress requirements.

Even with all of the creative teaching
methods employed by NVA, Snider
stresses that nothing takes the place of
parental involvement. He says that the
Community Involvement Association, or as
it is a ectionately called, the CIA, at NVA
plays an integral role in keeping the lines of
communication open between school sta
and families. In order to try and get more
parents involved, Snider has developed the
Cup of Co ee with the Principal initiative
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