Children need love and commitment

by Willlam G. Demmert
Deparment of Bdvcsthsn Comminsknes

| nssumed the duties us Alaska's
commissioner of education on Apri] 2.
I brought with me a fair number of
ideas aboutl education that have
become a part of me through ex-
perience first as a student, then as o
teacher, s u college professor, us 4
director of education in the Bureau of
Indian Affairs, as a depm'y COMmImis-
sioner in the LS. Office of Education
and now as commissioner in the State
Department of Education.

of the problems we us educators
have is that we want (o tell all that we
know in as short a penod of time oy
possible. | will resist that temptation
i tedl adl and try 1o foous on a couple
of ideas | feel very strongly aboul

These wheas, if transferred into ac-
o, could make a significam dif-
ference on how well Native students
dor in school.

My grandmother, Sitguay, once uld
my sister and me (when as young
chilidren we were playing near her
house one day) that we needed 1o stop
and take time o eat properly — that
the childréen of Justna (my  sister)
would be strong and smart only il she
took care of herself,

My grandmuother pointed out that
Justna must ent well and that playing
hard would make her strong (und her
children would be strong).

She spoke the truth, with the
wisclom of behand ber, Ex-
periences of her mother, her mother's
mother, and so on down the line, had
shown that in order 1o have healthy,
intelligent children, a young girl must
begin ring herell al un carly upe
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my grandmother's statement. Nutri-
lion cxperts and other  scientists
recognize the value of good diet and
exercise for developing i strong body
within which 1o develop intelligent and
strong babies.

The harmiful effects of alcohol,
smoking, drugs and poor diet on the
development of a young fetus are well
known. The brain grows st an excep-
tional pace during this period of
development, and we must do
everything we know (o do to help o
along mther than retard its growth, Jr

never gels anather chance.

Once that eritical period is past, and
u youngster is born, there is much we
as parents can do 1O support our
children's overall development. The
first thing we can do is 10 feed them
good, healithy food. Initially, it s milk
our youngsters require.

As our children grow, we must give
them the other basic foods they requine
for healthy imwlh and development
(not the *‘junk food"" that so many find
il easy o give to keep youngsters
quiet).

The second thing of imporance 1%
o express the love and concern and
commitment shared by family
members. It is tmporiant that children
learn from parents and other famuly
members the imtimacy of the famly
experience.

The thard aterm of importance thist we
can do immedintely after birth s o wlk
with — oot wl — our children in ocder
o encourage richer lainguage skills and

o help them lesm the joy of humin
communication. As parents, we can do
this as i special foous before they stan
school. It will be anvaluable in the
development of our relationship with
our children as they get older.

This first language for our young
should be the language that we ay
parents feel most comfonable using

It is important that we be able 1o
describe and  interpret the  world
through our eyes for our children with
the greatest depth possible in our own
language. As our child’s primary
educator, this helps to develop the
great potential of a child’s cognitive
development,

There are other things that we can
duinhlrmuimﬂnﬂ develop-
ment, social and cu development,
rmml-nd spiritual development. The

mf i5 to do them with
o set an example.

T?my-n:whl we do, not necessarn-
ly what we tell them. We must take

time (o play with our youngsters,

let them l::EIlﬁn: and challenge their
curiosity 10 let them know that they are
important and thit there are things we

nlﬁl‘l of them.

e must be red 1o spend time

with them. It i critical we do these

things while our children are very
oung. It makes all the difference in

the world. They are our future.




