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Senator: New Mexico doesn't know
how to teach poor students
SANTA FE - State Sen. Mimi Stewart had some harsh words for New Mexico's
ability to teach its poorest students when she spoke at a national conference
last month about the challenges facing students and teachers.

"We don't know how to teach kids from poverty," Stewart, an Albuquerque
Democrat and the chairwoman of the Senate Education Committee, said
during a panel discussion. "They come with no skills — well, they have street-
fighting skills. They've got a lot of skills; they're just not academic skills."

The conference was aimed at how states were complying with the federal
Every Student Succeeds Act, which was then-President Barack Obama's
replacement for No Child Left Behind. New Mexico has received high marks
from independent experts about the implementation of its plan for being
much further along than most states.

But while the other panelists, who represented Louisiana and Kansas, touted
their state's efforts, Stewart portrayed much of New Mexico's work in a
negative light and criticized the state Public Education Department's process
for creating its plan.

One of her criticisms was that New Mexico set high standards but has failed
to provide enough funding to reach them.

Her comments drew a pointed rebuke Monday from Republican Gov. Susana
Martinez, who described Stewart as a "liberal elitist."

"I believe all children can learn and unfortunately many liberals believe some
children are destined to fail," Martinez said in a written statement. "It speaks
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to the mentality that says we should keep passing children from one grade to
the next when they can't read."

Martinez and Stewart have been at odds for years over education policy in
New Mexico.

The governor, for instance, has pushed to hold back third-graders who can't
read proficiently — a measure repeatedly rejected by Democrats in the
Legislature.

Stewart accused the governor on Monday of trying to discredit her by taking
her comments out of context. She said she never suggested impoverished
students can't learn, only that teachers need more help learning how to reach
them.

"It's important for us to be honest about what teachers are being asked to do
in a classroom," Stewart said in an interview Monday, "and it's important that
we understand teachers aren't given the resources they need to teach
everyone they need to in their classroom."

Stewart's initial comments came during a panel discussion in mid-July — part
of a national conference in New Orleans sponsored by the Alliance for
Excellent Education, a group that focuses on at-risk high school students.

At one point, the panel moderator asked Stewart about New Mexico's efforts
to close the "achievement gap" and prepare every student for a meaningful
career. The moderator said she admired New Mexico's plan.

Stewart responded by saying that New Mexico sets ambitious goals but
doesn't do enough to help teachers and public schools reach those lofty goals.
New Mexico does well at some things — such as teaching students just
learning English — and not so well at others, such as teaching students
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coming out of poverty, she said. Then she made her comment about "street-
fighting skills."

"We have a lot of things we're struggling with," Stewart told the audience.

The Governor's Office alerted the Albuquerque Journal to the video, which
was posted on the Facebook page of the Alliance for Excellent Education.
Martinez later issued a written statement about Stewart's comments.

"It's sad, but sums up the difference between my approach and the thinking
of liberal elitists like Stewart," the governor said. "... Again, I believe all
children can learn and that's why I support helping struggling students reach
high standards, rather than embracing the ideology that lowers expectations
and accepts failure."

The state has said it provides sufficient funding for education but that not all
districts make the best use of it by failing to embrace data-driven programs.

Stewart said she's dedicated much of her life to helping students.

As an elementary school teacher, she focused on special education and helped
students learn to read, she said. And as a legislator, Stewart said, she believes
the state needs more resources in early grade classrooms to help students
from impoverished backgrounds.

Many of these students arrive at school with "street smarts" — good at
handling bullies — but without ever having been read to in English or able to
identify letters and numbers, Stewart said.

"They can learn just as well as anyone else," Stewart said. "They need teachers
who know how to teach them."

It's unfair, she said, for the governor to single out her comments from the
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conference.

"I'm really tired of being attacked by people who don't understand
education," Stewart said.

Watch Sen. Stewart Visit the Alliance for Excellent Education on Facebook to
see the video. Scroll down to the clip posted at 1:10 p.m. July 19. Sen. Mimi
Stewart's remarks in question come about 42:00.

https://www.facebook.com/All4ed/

