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As child’s first teacher, mothers need support from others
By Dr. Hank M. Bounds

State Superintendent of Education

It is said that the hand that rocks the cradle rules the world. A mother’s influence on a child is undeniable and deep, permeating the experience of the child throughout his or her life. A mother is a child’s first teacher and has a profound influence on a child’s success in the classroom and beyond. 

This year, Mother’s Day fell on the Sunday before the week that students were to take the Mississippi Curriculum Test, Second Edition, which is administered to children enrolled in grades 3 through 8 in all of Mississippi’s public schools. Mother’s Day is often marked by children giving their mothers hand-picked flowers or handprints on paper with the words, “What can these hands do to help Mother?” inscribed upon them. Of course, a mother’s hands are always full with the many things she does to help her children, especially during test week.
From reading to them to preparing them a nutritious breakfast and giving them words of encouragement, Mothers help their children do well on the MCT 2 in a number of ways. Certainly, learning begins at birth and preparing to succeed in school begins well before a child enters Kindergarten. 

Unfortunately, when a mother struggles, her children struggle also. According to a report released recently by Save the Children, the United States, compared to other wealthy nations, is losing ground in educational attainment and ranks toward the bottom of a number of key indicators that measures national commitment to early childhood development. In addition, Mississippi is included among five states where young children face the greatest obstacles to success in school, according to the report.
Consider these sobering statistics, which were noted in the “State of the World’s Mother 2009: Investing in the Early Years” report:
· Families in Mississippi lag behind the rest of the country when it comes to reading to their young children. Tying with Georgia for last place, only 73 percent of children in our state are read to three or more days per week. 
· Mississippi has the highest percentage of children, 43 percent, living in single-parent households.

· Mississippi, Alabama and Arizona ranked first, second and third in terms of rural education needs. 

· Mississippi joins Alabama, Arizona and New Mexico in having the highest teen birth rates in the country. In our state and New Mexico, approximately 16 percent of all births are to women under the age of 20.

· In Mississippi and Alabama, 24 and 22 percent of births, respectively are to mothers without a high school diploma. 

· In Alabama, New Mexico and Mississippi, 15, 16 and 18 percent of adults live in poverty. These rates are more than double those found in Connecticut (7.1 percent) and New Hampshire (6.6 percent).
While these statistics are sobering, they are not insurmountable. These challenges can be overcome, but it will take the help of many hands. The report lists five recommendations for helping children in the United States and around the world, including:

1. Invest in better health care for mothers and young children.

2. Provide coaching and information to help new mothers and fathers give their young children the best possible chance to succeed.

3. Improve training and support for early child care providers and preschool teachers.

4. Expand early learning opportunities for children affected by AIDS, conflict and natural disasters.

5. Increase government support for proven early childhood development solutions in the United States and around the world.

While the report outlines many of Mississippi’s problems, it ignores its greatest strength: its people. Mississippians are always ready to open their hands and hearts to help others. I hope that everyone who knows a mother who is struggling will reach out with a helping hand, whether in a personal or professional capacity. Helping mothers and children to succeed will lead to success for our state and will help us to change our position in reports such as these.
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