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Families are key to stronger society

by David G. Hoffman

One of the strongest attributes of
Alaska's Native community is its com-
mitment to family. But recent publicity
about social problems has raised
doubts in the minds of some about that
resolve. Suicide, alcoholism and drug
abuse are not signs of stmng healthy
families.

Anyone who attended the recent
Alaska Federation of Natives annual
convention in Anchorage had those
doubts dispelled, and, in fact, would
have come away encouraged.

The theme of this year’s convention,
was ‘‘Restrengthening Native Families
and Communities.’” The emphasis was
on strong positive role models, and
there were many there.

Most of the speakers could be
described simply as normal folks —
not politicians or sociologists or
bureaucrats — but just normal people
who have done things right. They
spoke from the heart.

Instead of a Washington, D.C.,
focus, with an emphasis on a
legislative agenda such as subsistence,
Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act
amendments or the Alaska National
Interest Lands Conservation Act, the
heart of this year's discussion was the
people. I realize it’s much more dif-
ficult to confront social issues than a
legislative agenda, but it's what was
needed, and AFN is facing squarely
up to it.

We shouldn’t lose sight, however,
that the issues addressed at the con-
vention are not solely ‘‘Native”
issues; they face all of Alaskan
society.

One of the most striking observa-
tions to come out of the AFN conven-
tion came from Cora Sakeagak of Bar-
row. As she participated in the panel
“Our Families — Our Future”
Sakeagak said something to the effect
that no matter how good you are in the
boardroom or at your job, when you
come home your kids are going to see
you as just ‘‘Mom™’ or "'‘Dad.”

You have to do as good a job for
them at home as you do in the board-
room or at work. As the father of four
children, | can certainly understand
what Sakeagak was talking about.

There's real temptation to leave
your best at work nnd ive the family
what’s left over. But the whole point
of the AFN conference, as well as the
other events that week, is that the left-
overs are not good enough.

One government program which has
helped build strong, healthy Alaskan
families for nearly 25 years is Head
Start.

Established nationally in March
1965, the first Head Start program in
Alaska was begun in Fairbanks a year
later.

Now the program can be found in
51 communities across Alaska, involv-
ing n:a.rl:,r 1,600 children and their
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The payoff is seeing the kids — and
their parents — — become independent,
conmb\mng members uf

An inspiring e "hlun:
Davidson, a former
Now a legislative aide, she gave sﬂﬂr
cellent presentation on Head
the AFN convention,

The extent of Head Start’s outreach
was dramatically shown when David-
son asked all the Head Start *‘kids™’
in the audience to stand.

Many of the more promising young

leaders in Alaska stood in response.
Their numbers should not be a surprise
— 10,000 Alaskan children have gone
through the program in the last seven
years alone.
P‘rmdmt Bush showed his
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