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INTRODUCTION

The term “latchkey children” came into existence during World War II and described the large number of youths left without direct adult supervision.  During that period, most Americans were involved in the war effort.  Many fathers were in the military and many mothers went to work outside the home to support their families and to help our country win the war.  As a result, there were fewer adults available to supervise young children.

For 20 years after the end of World War II, America experienced a period of strong economic growth and prosperity.  Jobs were plentiful and wages were good.  Fathers could financially support their families, and mothers could stay at home to raise their children.  The term “latchkey children” was seldom used during those years.

For the past 35 years, however, the term “latchkey children” has experienced a rebirth.  The number of children left without direct adult supervision continues to grow each year.  Family instability, single-parent homes and two working parent households are commonplace.  More children today have less adult supervision than ever before in American history.
Economic and social pressures are forcing more and more parents into the workplace at a time when children appear to most need adult guidance and supervision.  These children are, in turn, facing a growing number of problems on their own: physical and sexual abuse, crime and delinquency, depression and suicide, drug and alcohol abuse, emotional and behavioral problems, learning difficulties, school attendance problems, domestic violence, pregnancy, abortion, sexually-transmitted diseases, to name a few.  Sometimes they are able to resolve these problems by themselves and sometimes they are not.  Many of these “latchkey kids” experience stressful, even dangerous, situations without ready access to adult guidance and support.
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The growing number of “latchkey kids” and the rising number of problems children must face has created great concern among parents and professionals.  They have begun to seek answers to a number of important questions.  Is there a connection between the growing number of children who lack direct adult supervision and the rising number of problems experienced by children?  What are the effects of leaving young children to care for themselves before they are emotionally ready?  How can we ensure the safety of children in self-care?

We realize that most parents of “latchkey kids” worry about their children when they are not able to provide direct supervision.  We also know that most working parents do not have the financial luxury to quit their jobs so that they are always available to supervise their children directly.  We have written this publication to reduce the stress and worry felt by working parents and to increase the potential for children in self-care to have safe and happy lives.
                                                                                  Waln K. Brown, Ph.D.

                                                                                  Thomas A. Newnam, B.A.

                                                                                  William Gladden Foundation
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WHAT IS A “LATCHKEY KID?”
“Latchkey kids” include all youths under age 16 regularly left at home for extended periods without adult supervision.  Children between the ages of six and 14 are the main concern.  The extended periods without adult supervision usually occur during non-school hours, such as before and after school, holidays and summer vacation.
HOW MANY CHILDREN ARE LATCHKEY KIDS?

Estimates suggest that between 10 and 15 million children regularly care for themselves before or after school.  Many latchkey kids begin their self-care at about age eight.  Studies show that over 30% of all children under age 14 care for themselves or are the responsibility of older siblings during non-school hours.
WHY DO SOME PARENTS LEAVE YOUNG CHILDREN UNSUPERVISED?

There are many reasons why some parents leave young children unsupervised, the most common of which involves employment.  Single parents may have to work outside the home to support the family.  Even two-parent families may need the added income earned by both working parents.  In some cases, children are unsupervised because their parents are pursuing other interests or goals, such as an education.  In other cases, children may find themselves in self-care because their parents are unable or unwilling to provide adequate care.
DO WORKING SINGLE PARENTS OF LATCHKEY KIDS FACE SPECIAL PROBLEMS?

Nearly 75% of mothers whose youngest child is between ages six and 13 are in the workforce.  For many single parents, especially working mothers, the absence of adult supervision may cause feelings of role confusion and guilt.  Society still gives working mothers the double message that somehow they should 1) raise their children in the traditional manner of always being available at home, while 2) financially maintaining the household through employment.

HOW DO PARENTS’ ATTITUDES AFFECT LATCHKEY KIDS?

Studies suggest that the parents’ attitudes about the family and the workplace may significantly affect latchkey kids.  When parents feel secure about their jobs and their family childcare arrangements, their children tend to feel comfortable with self-care responsibilities.  When parents feel guilty about having to work or worried about the home situation, their children often reflect these anxieties in their behaviors.
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HOW DO AGE AND GENDER INFLUENCE THE ABILITY OF LATCHKEY KIDS TO BE SELF-RELIANT?
Studies show that both the age and the sex of latchkey kids influence the ability to be self-reliant.  Generally, self-reliance increases as children mature.  The most significant increase in self-reliance occurs between sixth and eighth grade.  Girls tend to score higher in self-reliance than boys do.

HOW DO THE ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF LATCHKEY KIDS CHANGE IN A FAMILY?

Latchkey kids must usually accept more responsibility for taking care of themselves and perform household chores.  Older children may be responsible for the care and supervision of younger siblings, acting as junior parents.  When parents are inaccessible for extended periods, even very young children may need to make adult decisions to solve daily problems.  It is important that parents remember the roles and responsibilities of children should always be appropriate to their current stage of development.
SHOULD LATCHKEY KIDS HAVE HOUSEHOLD RESPONSIBILITIES?

Working parents must often rely on their children to help with household chores.  Many children want to feel they are contributing to the family and will accept household responsibilities.  It is very important, however, that parents be careful not to assign tasks that are beyond the child’s ability to perform.  Children expected to handle responsibilities beyond their maturity level risk developing emotional problems.  Some children need structure and time-consuming activities to reduce boredom.  Other children may feel burdened by excessive responsibilities.  Most experts suggest that the parents and children work together to decide how and when to perform certain tasks.

CAN OLDER LATCHKEY KIDS BE RESPONSIBLE FOR THE CARE AND SUPERVISION OF YOUNGER SIBLINGS?

Older latchkey kids can be very helpful to the family in the care and supervision of younger siblings.  The ability to handle this responsibility adequately, however, depends on the level of maturity and other personality factors of the older child.  Some studies have shown that older siblings sometimes abuse younger children.  Parents should not automatically make older siblings responsible for the care and supervision of younger children.  They should consider the personalities and relationships of the children.  When parents delegate authority, they need to do so carefully and with clear directions concerning each child’s roles and responsibilities.
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HOW CAN PARENTS HELP LATCHKEY SIBLINGS GET ALONG BETTER?
Siblings often have conflicts when parents are absent from the home.  They also tend to keep problems to themselves, not wanting to tell on a brother or sister, even if the situation is serious.  Parents need to be sensitive to the relationships among their children and should learn how to identify areas of sibling conflict.  Regular family meetings that encourage the healthy expression of each child’s feelings and concerns can be very helpful.  Upon identifying the problem, parents should discuss the cause of the conflict with the children and attempt to resolve it through appropriate corrective measure.  When sibling conflicts become too serious for parents to handle, the services of a trained professional may prove helpful.

HOW DO SOME LATCHKEY KIDS FEEL ABOUT BEING HOME ALONE?

Studies show that many latchkey kids experience significant feelings of fear, boredom and isolation.  Approximately 40% of children in self-care admit to worrying about staying home alone without adult supervision.  Their main worry involves an unknown intruder breaking into the home.  Nearly 30% of girls and 20% of boys report being afraid to play outside, and about 20% of the calls to supportive telephone services for children in self-care are from youth experiencing feelings of loneliness.  An additional 15% of these young callers are scared, worried, sad or crying.

ARE LATCHKEY KIDS AT HIGH RISK FOR HAVING ACCIDENTS WHEN THEY ARE ALONE AT HOME?

Accidents in unsupervised and under-supervised homes are a major cause of injury and death for young children.  About six thousand children die each year from accidents and fires in the home.  Approximately 20% of all calls to fire departments result from fires started by children.  Many calls to police departments are from children who need to be reassured about their safety.  The majority of these children are unsupervised.

ARE LATCHKEY KIDS AT HIGH RISK TO HAVE SOCIAL, EMOTIONAL AND SCHOOL-RELATED PROBLEMS?

Studies suggest that latchkey kids are at higher risk to develop social and emotional problems than are children with ongoing adult supervision.  Children in self-care also tend to have higher rates of discipline problems and illegal school absenteeism.  Furthermore, latchkey kids tend to score lower then supervised children on tests designed to measure social adjustment and academic achievement.
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HOW CAN PARENTS HELP LATCHKEY KIDS FEEL EMOTIONALLY SECURE?
COMMUNICATION is the key to helping latchkey kids feel emotionally secure.  Latchkey kids often need added reassurance that they are loved and that their ability to handle self-care responsibilities is valued.  Families that practice close communication when they are together, as well as when they are apart, provide a strong sense of emotional security for their children.  Parents who must spend extended periods away from their children may find it helpful to write notes or telephone their children regularly to let them know that a loving parent is only a telephone call away.  When the family is together, it is important that parents make certain to share time with each child.

HOW CAN PARENTS HELP LATCHKEY KIDS GUARD AGAINST PEER PRESSURE?

Peer pressure usually has its strongest influence on children from the fifth through ninth grade.  Studies suggest that kids who report home after school and follow an established routine on their own are no more susceptible to peer pressure than are supervised children.  Kids who go to a friend’s house before or after school are less susceptible to pressure from peers than are kids who “hang out.”  Latchkey kids whose parents know their whereabouts also are less susceptible to pressure from peers.
HOW CAN PARENTS HELP GUARD AGAINST LATCHKEY KIDS HAVING SCHOOL-RELATED PROBLEMS?
School administrators and teachers generally encourage parents to take an active interest in their child’s education.  Parents should regularly meet with teachers and other school staff to learn about their child’s behavior and education progress.  Parents also can telephone the school to verify their child’s regular attendance.  Parents can improve the educational process by structuring study hours and checking homework.  Parents who take an active interest in their child’s education greatly reduce the potential for school-related problems.

HOW CAN PARENTS HELP GUARD AGAINST LATCHKEY KIDS HAVING ACCIDENTS WHEN THEY ARE ALONE AT HOME?
Parents of latchkey kids need to ensure that the home environment is as safe as possible for their children by taking commonsense precautions.  Keep the home in good physical repair.  Teach children to put away toys after using them.  Do not allow children to use dangerous appliances without adult supervision.  Lock up tools, weapons, dangerous chemicals and medications.  Post emergency telephone numbers by the phone and teach children how to call for help.

-8-

HOW CAN PARENTS HELP LATCHKEY KIDS PREPARE FOR EMERGENCIES?

Experts suggest that parents should identify potential emergencies BEFORE giving their children self-care responsibilities.  Parents should then discuss the best way to handle these potentially dangerous situations, so that children clearly understand what to do.  It may be advisable to have drills or rehearsals to make certain that each child knows what to do in case of a fire, illness or injury, or a stranger looking in a window or knocking on the door.  Children should be educated about emergency procedures, rather than warned or frightened in a manner that may increase anxiety or stress.  Latchkey kids who realize they have back-up support tend to feel more confident about handling emergencies.

WHAT ROLE CAN THE SCHOOL PLAY FOR LATCHKEY KIDS?
A Harris poll of teachers and parents found that teachers identified leaving children alone after school as the number one problem in public education.  Surveys indicate that nearly 80% of parents with latchkey kids favor supervised, community-based recreation programs after the school day has ended.  About 60% of these parents feel that schools are in the best position to provide such programs.  School-based programs for latchkey kids can assist working parents, put empty classrooms to use and help reduce the problems experienced by youth with nothing better to do with their time.

WHAT PROGRAMS ARE AVAILABLE TO LATCHKEY KIDS DURING SUMMER?

Most communities offer summer programs designed to help children and their parents by offering supervised recreational activities.  Many latchkey kids go to camp or visit relatives during the summer.  However, not all families can afford to pay for such alternatives.  Parents anticipating the need for childcare during the summer may want to contact their school, church, YMCA, YWCA, Boys’ and Girls’ Club or local children’s services agency for information about summer latchkey programs.

WHAT COMMUNITY PROGRAMS ARE AVAILABLE TO LATCHKEY KIDS?

Concerned groups in many communities are starting programs for latchkey kids.  Some of the more successful projects include 1) establishing a “hot line” for children to talk about their fears and concerns, often with senior citizens acting as substitute grandparents, 2) after-school programs organized by 4-H groups, YMCA’s, YWCA’s and local school systems, using community or school facilities, 3) supervised after-school adventure, craft or hobby clubs organized by community parents and 4) neighborhood “block parent” watch systems.
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THE DEVELOPMENT OF SELF-RELIANCE
As children mature and learn to make their own decisions, they grow less dependent on parents and peers.  The following charts and accompanying descriptions show how children gradually shift their dependency from parents to peers to themselves and, in the process, develop self-reliance.

PRESCHOOL:
Kids younger than age six have a very low level of self-reliance and are too immature to handle self-care responsibilities.  This group is directly dependent on the supervision and guidance of parents and other adults.
GRADES 1 TO 3:
Kids between the ages of sex and eight are still very dependent on parents and other adults and require consistent care and supervision.  They are growing interested in their peers and may show early signs of self-reliance.  Parents should be careful not to overestimate the maturity level of children in this age group by giving them tasks and responsibilities that are not age-appropriate.
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GRADES 4 TO 6:

Kids between the ages of nine and 11 are shifting their orientation from parents to peers.  Studies show that around fifth grade, children still have a high desire to please their parents and other adults.  Although self-reliance skills are in the process of development, parents should not take advantage of children in this age group who are striving to gain approval.  Rather, parents should recognize and reward self-reliant behaviors by assigning responsibilities that are within the child’s level of maturity to handle.

GRADES 7 TO 9:

Children between the ages of 12 and 14 can usually handle many household, self-care and sibling-care responsibilities.  Parents should be aware, however, that children in this age group are more interested in acceptance by their peers than pleasing parents or other adults.  The early teens is a time when children begin to test the limits of parental control, are most influence by peer pressures and tend to experiment with self-reliance.  Parents should therefore regularly monitor the behaviors of children in this age group.

GRADES 10 TO 12:

Children between the ages of 15 and 18 are generally mature enough to handle most household, self-care and sibling-care responsibilities.  They tend to become increasingly more self-reliant and less influenced by peer pressures as they near graduation
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EMOTIONAL INDICATORS OF SELF-RELIANCE
How children express their emotions provides an indication of their ability to be self-reliant.  Children who express their emotions in immature ways are generally less self-reliant and less capable of self-care and sibling-care responsibilities than are children who express their emotions in mature ways.  What follows are similar lists of both immature and mature emotions.  Place check mark next to the statement that most accurately describes how the child expresses his or her emotions.  This will provide an indication of the child’s ability to be self-reliant and/or responsible for the care of siblings.

IMMATURE EMOTIONS THAT SIGNAL LOW SELF-RELIANCE

· Does not like self

· Takes self too seriously

· Throws temper tantrums and is unable to control own anger

· Is uncomfortable with own thoughts and feelings

· Is unable to face own problems and fears

· Has unrealistic view of self

· Tries to manipulate others to suite own wants and needs

· Is very self-centered

· Gets frustrated easily when others fail to meet expectations

· Is unable or unwilling to share with others

· Shows disrespect for authority

· Does not cooperate with others
MATURE EMOTIONS THAT SIGNAL HIGH SELF-RELIANCE

· Feels good about self

· Is able to laugh at self

· Is able to control own temper

· Is comfortable with own thoughts and feelings

· Is able to express feelings in a positive way

· Has courage to face own problems and fears

· Knows own strengths and weaknesses

· Is able to ask for what is wanted or needed in relationships

· Is sensitive to the feelings of others

· Is tolerant of others

· Is able to share with others

· Shows respect for authority

· Knows how to cooperate with others
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BEHAVIORAL INDICATORS OF SELF-RELIANCE
The behaviors of children also provide an indication of their ability to be self-reliant.  Children who have mastered certain behaviors and tasks are generally more self-reliant and more capable of self-care and sibling-care responsibilities than are children who have not mastered these behaviors and tasks.  What follows is a list of behaviors and tasks that indicate the ability to be self-reliant and responsible.  Place a check mark next to the statement that you believe the child has mastered.  This will provide an indication of the child’s ability to be self-reliant and/or responsible for the care of siblings. 
· Feeds self

· Dresses self

· Selects appropriate types of food to eat

· Selects appropriate types of clothing to wear

· Performs household chores on own initiative

· Takes good care of pets

· Puts items such as toys and games away after using them

· Completes homework on own initiative

· Brings notes home from school

· Remembers to relay telephone messages accurately
· Prepares simple meals

· Knows how to safely use household appliances

· Has good hygiene habits

· Knows how to supervise younger siblings

· Budgets time effectively and is usually prompt

· Handles money responsibly

· Takes good care of personal belongings

· Respects personal property of others

· Shows good judgment in emergency situations

· Seeks adult advice when it is needed

· Communicates openly and honestly

· Shows good judgment with selection of friends

· Does not use alcohol or drugs

· Knows how to make and maintain friendships

· Makes good decisions

· Considers the rights and wishes of others

· Works well with others

· Shows respect for authority

· Knows how to set and achieve realistic goals

· Completes assigned tasks

· Handles anger and disappointment appropriately

· Knows whom to contact in case of an emergency

· Takes responsibility for own decisions and actions
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SUGGESTIONS FOR SUCCESSFUL PARENTING

OF LATCHKEY KIDS

There is evidence that under the right family circumstances latchkey kids can benefit from early acceptance of self-care responsibilities.  Keys to successful parenting of latchkey kids include consistent support by parents, age-appropriate assigned tasks and both a positive and cooperative attitude among family members.  The following is a list of suggestions for parents about how to help latchkey kids handle self-care responsibilities and how to maintain an emotional balance within the family.

· Maintain ongoing and supportive communication with the children.  Encourage them to express their negative and positive thoughts and feelings.  When appropriate, working parents may want to communicate with the children by telephoning them from the workplace.
· Be sensitive to emotional and behavioral changes in children.  Parents who suspect that a child is experiencing a problem should encourage the child to express her or his concerns.

· Know the attitudes and behaviors of each child’s friends.  Make certain that the friends with whom they associate are honest and trustworthy.  Remember that peer pressure can influence children to behave inappropriately.

· Praise children honestly and openly for meeting their self-care responsibilities.  Children gain self-confidence when their achievements are recognized and rewarded.

· Post work and emergency telephone numbers.  Teach each child how to use the telephone and whom to contact when different situations arise.

· Encourage siblings to respect and communicate with each other.  When children learn how to express themselves and listen to each other, they are less likely to fight.

· Make certain that each child has a clear understanding of his or her responsibilities.  Parents may want to give children specific, age-appropriate tasks or duties, including having an older child supervise a younger child.  Children need to know who is in charge.

· Have regular family meetings.  Allow each child to offer her or his input concerning all family matters.  Stress the importance of the family being a “team” that works together.

· Expand the family support system to include trusted friends, relatives and neighbors who can assist in supervising or be available to children when they need help.

· Devote time and attention to each child so that he or she feels special.  Latchkey kids sometimes need extra reassurance that they are valued and loved.
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SAFETY CHECKLIST
FOR PARENTS OF LATCHKEY KIDS

The following is a list of suggestions for parents to help ensure the safety of their children in the home.  While it is difficult to prevent all accidents, it is possible to reduce the potential for accidents that may lead to injury.  Concerned parents may wish to consider this safety checklist as a general guideline that can be adjusted to meet the specific needs within your home.
· Make sure that all locks on windows and doors are in good working order
· Make sure children have access to appropriate keys and know how to use them

· Make sure household plumbing and electrical fixtures are in good repair

· Make sure the telephone is easily accessible and that each child knows how to use it

· Keep weapons locked away and out of reach of children

· Keep dangerous medications locked away from children

· Keep all poisonous substances locked away from children

· Keep the home safe from potential accidents by having children clean up after themselves and put toys away

· Teach children never to play with fire

· Teach children which rooms in the house or other buildings on the property are off-limits when no adult is present

· Teach children the proper use of heating and air conditioning units

· Teach children how to handle potentially dangerous situations, such as a stranger knocking on the door, looking in a window or calling on the telephone

· Teach children which neighbors to contact in an emergency

· Teach children not to run around or “rough house” in the home

· Teach children not to use dangerous appliance or power tools without adult supervision

· Design a daily schedule so that each child’s whereabouts are known at all times

· Post a list of first-aid procedures

· Post a list of emergency telephone numbers
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AGENCIES AND SERVICES TO CONTACT

ABOUT LATCHKEY KIDS
The following is a list of agencies and professionals to contact for help or information about latchkey kids.  The first list contains local agencies and professionals that may provide direct help.  The second list contains national agencies to contact for information.

LOCAL AGENCIES AND PROFESSIONALS

CHILDREN AND YOUTH SERVICES – Most communities have a local agency that specializes in matters related to children.  These professionals are trained to deliver services to children and are aware of various community programs for children, including latchkey kids.
Telephone #

SCHOOL DISTRICT – Many school districts are involved in providing after-school activities and programs for students.  Schools that do not have special programs for latchkey kids may be willing to begin a program or may know of programs that currently exist in the community.

Telephone #

RELIGIOUS ORGANIZATION – Churches are usually part of a larger religious organization that may have services for children, including programs for latchkey kids.

Telephone #

COMMUNITY AND SOCIAL SERVICES ORGANIZATIONS – The YMCA, YWCA, Boy’s and Girl’s Club, Jewish Community Center, 4-H Club, Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, Hispanic Center and NAACP are examples of community and social services organizations that may provide programs for latchkey kids.

Telephone #

NATIONAL AGENCIES

National Crime Prevention Center
www.ncpc.org
Kids Health

www.kidshealth.org
National Safe Kids Campaign

www.safekids.org
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