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MY VIEW: LYDIA PENDLEY

Prevention in education more effective than remediation

T

here was a question at the end of
last Sunday’s story about retaining third-graders (“A hard read”)
that should have been asked at the
beginning: “We need to discuss what is
at the core of this problem. Why are our
children not reading to grade level?” It’s
an important question because it considers the cause of the problem. Legislation like that proposed by Gov. Susana
Martinez and described in the article
looks only at the solution.
Solutions to problems are important,
to be sure. But the best way to mitigate
a problem is to prevent it in the first
place. Too often, however, when it
comes to public policy, prevention is
the last resort.
RESULTS-Santa Fe is part of a
national group working to end poverty.
Lack of education is the single biggest
hurdle out of poverty for most lowincome Americans. It’s also a reason

that poverty is cyclical: Children whose
parents have low levels of education are
more likely to struggle in school themselves than kids whose parents finished
high school and attended college.
RESULTS believes that access to
high-quality early learning is key to
breaking this cycle. In this country,
our investment in education doesn’t
begin until children have reached the
age of 5. This means that the five most
critical years for brain development
— when the architecture that provides
the platform for all the learning that is
to come is being formed — are already
past. Children from middle- and upperincome homes are more likely to get the
kind of nurturing and interaction that is
needed in the first five years to assure
robust brain development. Children
from low-income homes are significantly less likely to. The result is that
these children are already behind when

they begin kindergarten. Children who
start school behind do not catch up. In
fact, they tend to fall further behind,
which is why dropout rates are higher
for students from low-income families.
Numerous long-term studies have
shown that high-quality early childhood
education programs provide children
with the necessary social, emotional
and cognitive skills needed to succeed in school. Ensuring that every
New Mexico child has access to these
programs would make an enormous
difference in our educational outcomes
because we’d be closing the achievement gap before it has a chance to open.
Bringing our funding levels up to
where they need to be to accomplish
them will take two things. First, we
need to change the way we think about
public education. Learning begins at
birth, so it only makes sense that we
begin our investments in education at

birth as well. The other thing, of course,
is money. So far, these highly valuable
programs have been paid for out of
the state’s General Fund budget. While
we could certainly afford to fund them
fully this way, there are a great many
priorities competing for General Fund
money. The result has been funding
levels that have fluctuated wildly, particularly since the onset of the recession.
There is a better way to fund early
learning. New Mexico has a $10 billion
Land Grant Permanent Fund, which
was set up by Congress expressly for
supporting public education. The fund
is fed by both royalties from oil and gas
extraction and by income from investments. Because it earns far more than
we spend, the fund has grown enormously over the decades. While we
want to preserve the fund for future
generations, we could easily invest a
small percentage of it in early learning

programs. Not only would the fund
continue to grow, we also would be
creating a brighter future for the generations of children to come.
Two bills — SJR 9 and HJR 15
— would place this funding issue on
the November general election ballot
for the voters to decide. New Mexicans
want to see their children succeed. We
also want to see that the public money
that supports education is well spent.
Making a commitment to investments
in early learning would do both. It
would also go a long way toward
breaking the cycle of poverty in the
Land of Enchantment.
Santa Fean Lydia Pendley is co-group
leader for RESULTS-Santa Fe (www.
results.org/groups/santa_fe_nm/),
which works to end poverty by
empowering individuals to exercise their
personal and political power for change.
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Passion’s there,
but legislation
is needed, too
T

The pit rule ensures that oil and gas drilling operations properly line their waste pits to prevent the toxic chemicals
used in drilling from seeping into the groundwater. NEW MEXICAN FILE PHOTO

MY VIEW: ERNEST ATENCIO

Pit rule protects precious water
Far from the pit rule shutting down oil and
W
gas in New Mexico, the industry is as strong
ithout clean water, we can’t
survive.
This is true everywhere,
but it has added meaning in an arid
state like New Mexico, where generations of people from Native Americans
to Hispanic settlers learned to scratch
out a sustainable existence and built a
unique culture around the concept of
conserving and protecting our most
sacred resource.
Our heritage and our future are so
tied to clean water that misusing, wasting or polluting it is unthinkable. Some
old-timers I have known call it a sin.
Sadly, that’s what we are facing in a few
days when Gov. Susana Martinez’s Oil
Conservation Commission considers
sweeping changes that would severely
weaken the pit rule — a regulation
that is critical for safeguarding New
Mexico’s groundwater from oil and gas
pollution.

as ever. In fact, the Baker Hughes rig count
has shown a steady increase in New Mexico’s
drilling activity since 2009.

vowed to remove the rule and put our
water back at risk. According to the
nonpartisan Follow the Money (www.
followthemoney.org), the industry supported her to the tune of more than
$1 million in contributions to her campaign for governor.
But far from the pit rule shutting
down oil and gas in New Mexico, the
industry is as strong as ever. In fact, the
Baker Hughes rig count has shown a
steady increase in New Mexico’s drill-

back basic and sensible protections
for what is the most important natural
resource in New Mexico — our water.
Without clean water, people can’t
live here. We can’t create jobs, raise
our families, grow food or enjoy our
extraordinary landscape.
So I hope Gov. Martinez and her Oil
Conservation Commission will think
long and hard about what is truly at
stake when they take up the fate of the
pit rule.

he passion for truly educating our children in New
Mexico goes without question. I know this is true, despite
our current ranking of 48th in
the nation. So it’s now time to
take notice of our failing school
system, examine the opportunities for positive change and give
our public education system the
chance to live up to its potential.
And it’s time for parents, our
communities and our legislators
to embrace the reforms necessary
to make it so.
In the past year, I have visited
nearly 50 of our 89 school districts. With each visit to every
school, and in every classroom,
I have witnessed the optimism,
desire and hope on the faces of
every student across the state.
Our students, educators and
parents deserve to be recognized
for their continued trust in our
public school system and deserve
to realize true progress as a result
of their faith.
There is no magic solution to
our current status, but there are a
few key initiatives that will have
a lasting impact on our students’
futures. Two bills before the Legislature right now will, if passed,
dramatically and positively
impact our students.
Bills to assess and advance
reading proficiency (House Bill
69 and Senate Bill 96) are being
considered by our legislators. The
news media call this initiative the
“No Social Promotion” bill, and
while, yes, third-grade retention
is part of it, that label demeans
the bill’s true purpose and character. This initiative would, for
the first time, gauge the reading
skills of our children from kindergarten through the third grade,
something many schools don’t do
now. This provides us — parents,
teachers, administrators — the
opportunity to help our children
with progressive reading inter-

if a child can’t read by the end of
third grade, he or she is four times
more likely to drop out of school.
The second initiative before
the Legislature would redesign
the system for evaluating our
teachers and principals. We need
to identify our greatest teachers,
celebrate them and, yes, pay them
more. New Mexico’s current
teacher-evaluation system places
nearly zero weight on student
performance, which means that
those teachers working miracles
in our classrooms receive no
credit for their heroic efforts.
New Mexico teachers can
reach the ceiling for pay in just
seven years based only on years
of experience and number of college degrees — not how successful they are in teaching our kids.
Our teachers deserve the satisfaction of being rewarded for their
efforts. If a teacher continues to
demonstrate excellence through
improved student achievement,
then she or he deserves a system
that continues to reward those
strides. We all should expect, and
our children deserve, an evaluation that ensures our students are
learning and excelling.
According to the 2011 Diplomas Count report, New Mexico
loses 71 students every school
day. When we say “loses,” we
mean these students will fail to
graduate with a diploma. These
children are our loved ones, our
neighbors, our future, and, ultimately, our responsibility. If we’re
going to push education forward
in New Mexico, we need to speak
up for these reforms.
If these ideas sound like the
kind of reform you want for our
children, I urge you to join us.
Please email us at school.
success@state.nm.us and we’ll
keep you updated on opportunities to support these initiatives.
And please don’t hesitate to call
your legislator!

