Children need a strong language base
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I huve proposed to the State Bourd
of Educaton a stmiewide  Native
language policy that could have ¢no-
mous mpact on the way Alaskn Native
children are twught in school, amd
hence on the future of Native society
as # whole

Ut Kah neek
Informing and Reporting

OPINION

The policy proposes several ideas

*In Motive communities where the
Native langusge s the  language
spoken in the home, the school should
teach  the children o the Native
language until children develop a
sirong  enough  knowledge base o
began learming in the language ol the
schiwl, English

*In communies where there are
large populiitions of Native children
whu speak English ot home, the schixol
should offer Alpska Natve languape
courses i the school whenever a suf
licient number of paremts and com-
munity members so request,

These proposals are imecting with
general acceptance among people who
huve knowledge abour the way
childeen learn generally and about the
wiay minorities learn in schools
operated by majority cultures.

The reasons why | have proposed
this policy are well founded in
research. But first Tet me diseuss some
of the reasons why Alaska needs o
adopt this policy

Faryt, missionaries, as well as the
LS. and Alnska government schools
prohibited Alaskn Natives from speak-
ing their own languages and praciic
ing their own culiure in school. As o
result, o great deal of Native langunge
and culture have been lost.

Although progresy has been made in
our schools in recent years — Notives
are no longer punished in school for

The importance of using the home
Native language as the first language
of instruction in school is becoming
more clearly understood.

speaking  their Native tongues —
acadermic achievement among Alaski
Native students on the average remains
levw

A recent urban school districn study
shows that more thun 60 percent of
Adiska Mative children who enter high
wehisol as freshmen do not groduste
from h:ﬂg:l sthool. There i reason 1o
believe this is trae jnall or most of our
urban schools,

Althimigh the high school drop-out
vate s relatively low in rural amd
villige schools, the achievement levels
are disappointingly low, some apnaing
the lowest i the United States.

Twenty of Aliska's 3 school
distnets have average scores on -
tromnl nssessment ests of less than the
22nd percentile. That means that TH
percent ol children across the nition
scofe higher on the tests and 21 per
cenl score lower. And Alasku's 20
lowest performing school districts
have & student body of 87 percent
Alaski Nattves.

Adtrinedly, schievement test scores
o nat 1ell the whole story of a child's
achievement. but they do measure
some important factors dealing with s
child’s Errlﬁcicm;j.r i langusge and
math. These low scores do not tell o
very good story Tn fimct, the lest soores
nre s Jow, something drastic needs (o
he done.

Let me say some things now: abou
whal researchers ire ﬁrufingml ihout
language proficiency. The develop
ment of & strong language hose at un
eurly age is the single mast imporant
element for academic success and 1o

g the abahity o learn

I children do onet g a sudtable
lunguug;: base they will ful 'T'ht.'].f wll
fall m school They wall fml a
workers. They will most Likely fail o
reach thair Tull polennol  socially,
culturally, emotionally:  and
injelleciually,

The importance of using the home
Native lunguage as the first language
ol instruction in school s hcuuminﬁ
more Clearly understood . [T we tea
these students wl schoal in their own
Native language until they develop the
abilty 10 think  concepruully  and
analynically, then they can develop the
buse o learn the more complicated
abhstract idens presented in lnter school
YOCUrs.

We need 1o reach children in thesr
homie linguage for abour the fiest four
years of school before we can in
tronluce English us o second language.
When they begin to Jearn English
formally the :hiﬁlmn will alrcady have
developed o sulficient langusge base in
the home language 10 have the skills
on which 10 build success in school

The Nanve Langunge Policy asks
lor schools 10 be sensitive af the stu
dent’s home situation. 1T the students
home language 15 other than English.
then it is appropriate for the school o

rovide first instruction in the home
angunge, imtroduce English as a se-

cind la and continue to develop
the swdent’'s abilities 10 both
lan

nges.
l?rﬁi Native student's home
language in English, again i is the
responsiblity of the school 1o be sen-

sitive of the stident s home situidion

the colture of the student,

Schovls do ot need W mstruct these
children in their Native language 1o
develop o solid language base upon
which o banld lter success imeschool
Insted, schools need 1w offer appor-
tumities for these stodents wo lewrn thear
MNative languages in schonl

Rescarch shows thut munorities do
rouch better i school when their own
language and culture wre inCorporaled
pitn the school program

i the other hand, an egual amaoin
af resedrch shows that  onnority
students who are disempowered o
disabled] by their school expenences
div pot perform well i school  This
i becawse learming therr heritage,
banguage and culture gives them o
setise of ihentiby, sellworth, pride amd
positive self-esteem

I thank Adaski's high deopeom rite
loe Native high sohoal students in oo
urban schools shows the need  fos
schools oo make this Change

Hivw can this policy be implementied
it the Clssproom? 10 ot godng 1o
be casy . s going 1w take

® lmagimutiion on the part of the state
1 pass laws and regalations (o allow
spenkers of  Native  languages 1o
become certified teachers und teachet
mides

* A willingness of communities 1o
understund the issues sddressed by the
Native Language Policy and o coim
mutment (o place the proper pohitical
pressune on their schools o make the
needed changes

s (Cooperation on the part of schiools
o be respomsive o the Native cultures
they serve

Until Alaska takes steps oo make
sure ils schools recognme i respect
Native languages and coltures and to

roperly instruct our Nitive children

n ways that demonstrate thn
understanding and respect, we will not
prociuce adequate nombers of Native
children who will become integral and
productive members ol society,
whether that society is in the village,
in an urban Alaska community or
Ouside,



