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The First Lady calls_for Amaricans.io work logether.and Qive parents the tools they.need 1o raise their children--

SOMETIMES I'T SEEMS THAT TIME HIASN'T

Pl e
o = SR

_-‘:\i\iu'.l always been an ally to us parcuts. As
Bill and 1 have discovered at every birthday
and every milestone in our daugliter
Chelsea’s life, months and years [ty moeh
faster thun we ever want. Like other par-
ents hracing themselves for a child's departure for col-
lege, we ask oursclves every day: “Iow did the baby we
brought home from the hipspital grow up so fast?” "Ts
there uny way we ean inove the Whiti: House to her col-
lege campus?”

Of coursce, we know that Chelsea is ready o begin a
new phase of her life and that college will be a great ex-
perience. But it still d(x-.sn'f keep us from reviewing the
past 17 yeary and wnn<|ox§n'g if we've jnade the most of
—-———- End of column —~-s--

avery minute to prepare her for the challenges of adulthood.
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As science is now lelling us, some of the mast important prepa-
ration we can give our children takes place during the earhiest
years of life. New research has confirmed what many parents huve
known instinctively: Infants begin leurning the minute they are
bom. They are acutely aware of their surroundings und their
brains crave and absorb all sorts of stimulation. Recently we have
learned that the combination of intellectual und emotional interac-
tions with infants and toddlers—holding u child in your lup while
reading a story, for example---is crucial to their learning and emo-
tional development.

Althnugh Bill and 1 didn’t realize it al the time. the cuuntless
hours we spent cuddling with Chelsca and reading her favurite
stories not only strengthened our relationship with her but literul-
ly helped her brain grow.

Unfortunately, too many childcen are still missing this early
stinulation. Just half of all infants und taddlers in vur country are
roulinely read to by their parents. Over the years T have met par-
ents who tell me they never really talk to their bahics because ba-
bies can't understand what they ure saying. I've also met parents
who thought that they couldn’t read well enough themsclves to
read to a child.

We must help parents understand that, no matter their educa-
""""" Fnd of column ———
tional level or reading ubility, they can stimulate
their children’s cagnitive und etiotional develap-
ment by talking to and reuding to their children,

cvon if they stumbla over u few words here and
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there. Most likely, their children won't even naotice.
But they will notice the power of reading and the
baoks to take them on fascinating adventures and
introduco them (o the world of words and ideas.
And just as important, they will notice the time a
parent has sct aside Lo be with thein, to hold thom
close, and to share in a nurturing activily.
Farlicr this year, I announced 4 nationwide ef-
fort to encourage early reading in homes across our
country. I believe that few effurts can make a more
dramatic difference over the next 10 years then to
persuade parents of ull educational and ecanomic
backgrounds to tuke this mission of reading, talk-
ing—and even singing—to babies more scriously.
At the same timo, parents shouldu’t go over-
bourd. A friend of mine told me that he became so
ubsessed with making surc that he and his son fin-
ished reading two books a day that he rarely
stopped tor questions or allowed his son to look
closcly at the pictures. And mothers and futhers don’t need to fecl
that they have to rush out and read the latest scientific paper on
human brain development for exuct instructions on how to inter-
act with their children.
‘The point is that lcarning is a lifelony proposition—one that, in
the best of warlds, hegins ut the carliest stages und continues on
for years. Yes, the first three ycars of life are crucial, but they are

not the only time that parents nced to be engaged with their chil-
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dren or help them develop the skills they need to progress in the
world. We should nat use this new rmscarch to ignore the leaning
needs of older children and adults. I thought ahout this recently
when | visited Robben Island in South Africa, the prison where
Nelson Mandela and other political prisoners were jailed for
many years. While doing hard labor in a nearby limestone quarry,
literate prisuners taught their fellow inumtes to read by writing
letters and words in the dust with their shovels and picks. Ono
prisoner who learned to read that way went on to educate himself’
and now is a top official in the South Alrican government.

My greatest hope is that we cun find cffective wuys to apply the
knowledge we are gaining from science and muke it more easily

availablo to parents. {t scems as if every duy more new informa-

tion is piled on top of what already exists about how our children u)y..aj’
Twis ¢

dovelop and what they need most to grow. And yet many parents peen

---—--- End of column —— st A

lack accoss to this research and others aren’t surc how to interpret

it. What little information they do getpomes in bits and picces

with little guidance about how o apply it to benefit their children. -
This month, the Prosident and I are convening a first-cver White
House Conference on Llarly Childhoud NDevelopment and Learn-
ing. Our aiw is to bring together parents, scientists, policy makers,
educators, business leaders and childeare providers to discuss the
new research on the brain and carly childhood development and
cxplore how we can deliver this information to more homes.

Many things can conspire against parents as they try to provide

children with the attention and stimulation they need to develop.
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Parents arc ofien stretched for time and resources, and can use all
the help they can get.

As ['ve been saying for years, it doos take a village to ruise a
child. That's why we can all work tugether to make sure parents
have the tools they need to raise their children-whether it is pro-
vidiny information about the importance of reading aund talking to
children in the early years, strengthening prenatal care, expanding
Head Start or ensuring uccess to affordable, high-quality child
care.

Our children have so much potential to grow and thrive
throughout their childhood. Wherover there is patiencce, love and

commitment, the window of oppurtunity for raising a healthy, hap-

——--- Find of column

py. and well-adjusted child never closes.
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