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‘First Mother’ talks about early education here

Christine W. Ross


The story begins with little Emily Locke, who will be 4 next month. 


Emily lives in the governor’s mansion on Olympia with her parents, Gov. Gary Locke and Mona.


Mona finds Emily with her head pressed against the monitor of her computer, which has an underwater___ screensaver flashing. “Mommy”, the little girl says, “I’m listening for the bubbles.”


Mona Lee Locke, “First Lady of Olympia” and “First Mother of Washington,” spoke to a crowd of nearly 175 at the SunLand clubhouse last week about the importance of early childhood education.


“Kids at her age are so literal,” Locke said, explaining her daughter’s fascination with the screensaver and the fish “inside.”


The former television news anchor and current chairperson of the Foundation for Early Learning was keynote speaker at a luncheon for the Parenting Matters Foundation. The foundation is building a playground for infants to preschoolers, seniors and those with special needs. The park is under construction at the west end of the Sequim Community School, at the corner of West Alder Street and Third Ave.


Locke, who left the Seattle news media after her husband became governor in 1997, unloaded fact after fact about early development, and emphasized the critical nature of educating children long before they enter school.


A baby’s brain is one-quarter developed at birth, Locke said. By age 3, the percentage is 90.


“Two-thirds of a child’s brain growth occurs in the first three years of life,” Locke said.


“Our job is to provide stimulation.” That stimulation, Locke told the audience, needs to come through the five senses: seeing, hearing, touching, feeling and tasting. Connections not formed by age 3 may not form at all, Locke said.


“Our children’s brains are in use-it-or-lose-it mode from the minute they are born,” Locke said.


As she discussed the effects of sensory deprivation, Locke presented slides showing color brain scans comparing the brain of a healthy child with one who received little sensory input while in a Romanian orphanage. The “healthy” child’s brain was much more colorful, indicating more stimulation.


Locke also emphasized the importance of consistent parenting.


“In infancy,” Locke said, “the child learns the primary emotions.” Anger, fear, aggression, love and security, all are learned long before a child enters school. With single parents and daycare becoming the norm – 50 percent of all children 4 and younger have child care outside the home – Locke emphasized the need for improved pay and education among child-care providers, who earn on average $6.50 per hour.

“Gardeners and housekeepers earn more,” Locke said, emphasizing the pay disparity.


“A culture that supports learning must include babies and toddlers,” Locke said, winding down her speech with a plea for shared responsibility in the task.


“Work, reach out, volunteer,” Locke said. “Raise money for books, playgrounds and mentor programs.” 


“The governor and I are convinced that starting from birth can and will make a difference,” Locke concluded. “We’re convinced it’s worth it.”

Superintendent steps up the cause

As the afternoon event came to a close, Sequim School District Superintendent Michael Joyner stepped forward with a surprise announcement:


“I have a check to present to the playground,” Joyner said, presenting Cynthia Martin, Parenting Matters’ president with a $20,000 check from the Albert Haller Foundation. Joyner sits on the foundation’s five-member board.


“A playground for preschool children is something that Albert would want to do,” Joyner said.


“This really, obviously will help,” Martin said. “It is just the kind of start we need.”


Martin later said that Parenting Matters needs $135,000 to finish the playground, which is so far a 22- by 80 foot area, consisting largely of broken asphalt. Surfacing alone costs $75,000, Martin said. Paths in the park will be surfaced with 3-inch-thick rubber padding, which reduces injuries.


Several members of the Sequim community have offered time and services to the future park. The Sequim High School horticulture class is learning how to pour concrete and will do the 4.5-feet-wide, wheelchair and tricycle accessible paths. Blake Sand and Gravel is donating a portion of the concrete.


The park will be built to accommodate special needs children, seniors and children under the age of 5. Children from the Sequim Cooperative Preschool, First Step and First Teacher programs, among others, will use the park at different times of the day. Martin said the park will serve an estimated 1,000 children. Approximately 10 percent of that number have special needs, Martin said.


“To deal with little children, you have to have special equipment,” Martin said, “and this park will have that.” Martin said non of the play equipment, for instance, will stand taller than 5 feet. The park will feature an infant area, grassy hills for kids to roll around on, and a child-size fire engine, school bus and rickshaw.


The park will also feature a child-size gas station for the kids to “fill up” their tricycles.


As for seniors, Martin said the foundation plans to visit the Sequim Senior Center to determine what particular items senior residents would like to see. The park will be open 24 hours and should be ready by mid-June.


Including the Haller donation, Martin said the foundation has about $30,000.


Contributions of time ore money can be made to the Parenting Matters Foundation. Call 681-2250.
