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INTRODUCTION

Once parents make the difficult decision to place their infant or toddler in day care, they must face the equally formidable task of deciding which day care center will best serve their baby’s needs.  Unfortunately, some mother and fathers fail to realize that no matter where their child spends her day, a large portion of the responsibility for fulfilling her most important requirements will remain with them; and to the extent that they do not factor in their on-going involvement in every aspect of their child’s care, whatever arrangements are made will be inadequate.

The first two or three years are a unique and delicate time of life.  The foundations of intelligence, language, personality, social competence and other significant facets of human development are forming; and the learning that occurs in these areas takes place on a fundamental level.  Unlike older children, infants and toddlers cannot have educational experiences scheduled into specific periods according to superimposed lesson plans.  Little by little, they are learning about everything – continuously.  Therefore, the elements of consistency and persistency are essential.

Furthermore, the elements of intensity and intimacy play a more critical role than they will later on.  During these early years, educational experiences are greatly enhanced by the presence of external enthusiasm, and heavily dependent upon respect for individual differences.  Consequently, infants and toddlers thrive when they receive prompt, personal attention from people who are concerned and excited about their achievements, and when exposed to custom-made environments well matched to their interests and abilities at each stage of their rapid development.

This presents problems, both for mothers and fathers who must be away from their babies between 9:00 AM and 5:00 PM, or longer, as well as for day care personnel who are obligated to make the welfare of an entire group of children their top priority.  In this light, satisfying an infant’s or toddler’s special stipulations is not something that can be done solely by the parents during a few hours in the evening, nor can it be done completely in the course of the day by even the most competent center acting alone.  The only answer is a cooperative arrangement whereby everyone ensures that the child is attended appropriately around the clock.
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Therefore, as they go about the business of selecting an ideal facility, mothers and fathers should definitely look for certain standards of quality.  However, in order to ensure the best circumstances possible, they also must reconsider and reinforce their own commitment to be full partners in their child’s day care experience.

                                                                                        Michael K. Meyerhoff, Ed.D.

                                                                                        William Gladden Foundation
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WHAT ARE THE STANDARDS OF QUALITY TO LOOK FOR WHEN SELECTING A DAY CARE CENTER FOR AN INFANT OR TODDLER?
Parents should make sure that their baby would be spending her day in a safe and clean classroom.  Rooms should be well stocked with equipment, and toys should be appropriate for her developmental needs.  The children-to-staff ratio should be low.  The staff should be stable, well trained and closely supervised.  The curriculum should be focused on providing a warm and nurturing atmosphere that gives children security as well as opportunities for independent activities.  Above all, the center should encourage parental involvement, featuring an “open door” policy regarding visitations and participation.
CAN PARENTS ASSUME THAT A LICENSED CENTER IS A HIGH QUALITY FACILITY?

NO.  Regulations regarding everything from safety standards to children-to-staff ratios vary greatly from one state to another.  Few states have regulations that early childhood professionals would consider acceptable, much less ideal.  Even in states with reasonably strong regulations, there usually are too few government inspectors to guarantee widespread, consistent compliance.  Many high quality facilities voluntarily submit themselves to independent certification by organizations such as the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC).  Even so, parents must never assume anything.  They have to be prepared to carefully evaluate their child’s center themselves – not only initially, but on a continuing basis as well.

WHAT CONSTITUTES GOOD PARENT INVOLVEMENT?
At the very least, there should be an active parent/teacher organization with strong advisory (if not supervisory) powers.  Parents should participate in formulating basic policies as well as short and long-term operating plans.  They should be involved in special family events and assist informally in classroom activities.  However, parents must realize that unless the center is specifically chartered as a “cooperative,” parent involvement cannot be compelled.  A high-quality facility will provide parent-involvement opportunities, but parents must take advantage of them.

HOW CAN PARENTS ENSURE THE ON-GOING SUCCESS OF THEIR INFANT’S OR TODDLER’S DAY CARE EXPERIENCE?

The first thing parents can do is select a facility whose location ensures their close physical proximity and ready availability.  An “on-site” center is a perfect solution, especially for a single working parent.  For a two-parent family, a center situated roughly halfway between the mother’s and father’s place of employment may be ideal.  That way, it will be convenient for whoever leaves home last to drop off the child and whoever heads home first to pick up the child.
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WHY IS THE CONVENIENCE OF A CENTER’S LOCATION IMPORTANT?
Parents SHOULD NOT select a nearby center if it is a sub-standard operation.  On the other hand, they should think twice before going too far out of their way to find a center whose quality is only moderately superior to those less distant.  Parents must be confident that a day care center and its staff will do wonderful things with their children, but parents must also keep in mind those infants and toddlers thrive when they receive prompt, personal attention from people who care about them.  No amount of high quality nurturing in a group can compensate for the individual care that parents provide.  Therefore, although this geographic advantage may seem unimpressive, its everyday effects can add up to a substantial impact.

WHY IS BEING READILY AVAILABLE EQUALLY SIGNIFICANT?

Placing one’s child in a day care center does not mean giving up responsibility regarding her welfare while she is there.  In crisis, such as illness or accident, one parent – and preferably both – must arrive quickly.  Being readily available is beneficial when it comes to less critical but essential occasions such as conferences.  Furthermore, easy access fosters frequent informal visits, which serve the important purpose of bringing pleasure to the child and creating opportunities for communication with teachers.
HOW CAN A LACK OF PARENTAL PUNCTUALITY BECOME A PROBLEM?

Working parents often have tight schedules, and they sometimes have difficulty keeping up.  However, dropping-off and picking-up their child on time should be a priority.  While this is common courtesy, it also is critical in the context of day care for infants and toddlers.  In the morning, a day care director must know who will be in attendance to ensure that adequate staff are assigned to each classroom; and in the afternoon, the unpleasant experience of a tired staff member and a terrified child having to wait for a parent to arrive should be avoided.

WHAT IS THE KEY TO AN EFFECTIVE PARENT/TEACHER PARTNERSHIP?

There should be plenty of communication, and it should be precise.  When informing teachers about dietary restrictions, medical requirements, favorite toys, unusual family circumstances and other details regarding their child, parents should be diligent to minimize mistakes and misunderstandings.  Instead of delivering a rushed report, parents should take time to go over everything carefully, including the use of written instructions.  Furthermore, instead of speaking in generalities, such as “She had a rough weekend,” they should give complete accounts, such as “We lost her fuzzy blanket and her ear infection has been acting up.”  Parents must realize that while day care personnel may be experts on infants and toddlers, without assistance from parents, it is difficult for them to know how to attend a particular child on a particular day.
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WHY DO MANY DAY CARE CENTERS COMPLAIN ABOUT A LACK OF PARENTAL RESPECT?

Parents should be aware that center staff consists of professionals who perform many difficult and important duties.  Sometimes parents lapse into the habit of acting superior, treating their child’s teachers as servants.  For example, if they drop off a child with a dirty diaper, they are rarely apologetic; and if they pick up a child with a dirty diaper, they usually become belligerent.  Therefore, parents must acknowledge that caring for infants and toddlers is a difficult task.  As long as day care staff is doing a superb job on the essential aspects, parents should avoid getting agitated about routine details.
WHAT ELSE TYPICALLY CAUSES FRICTION BETWEEN PARENTS AND TEACHERS?

Parents sometimes fail to understand fully what it means to have their child enrolled in a day care center.  They cannot accept the fact that although their child is of utmost importance to them, center staff must make the welfare of an entire group of children their priority.  Thus, for example, they become irate if the facility will not take their child when she is sick; and they become doubly upset if their child contracts an infection from a classmate.  Parents should recognize that babies are especially susceptible to contagious illnesses; and they should realize that their child’s participation in a group care situation inevitably would have a down side on occasion.

HOW DOES WHAT PARENTS DO AT HOME AFFECT A CHILD’S DAY CARE EXPERIENCE?

Parents whose children have successful day care experiences DO NOT distinguish between home and center when permitting and promoting enjoyable and enriching activities.  They make sure their home has been made safe for – and from – a curious baby so that minimal restrictions on or supervision of independent explorations and investigations are required; and “mess” or “noisy” pursuits are both tolerated and arranged.  Although they ensure that their children spend the day in a first-rate facility, these parents also see to it that their home is an equally fun and fascinating environment.

WHY IS IT SO IMPORTANT FOR HOME AND CENTER ACTIVITIES TO COMPLEMENT EACH OTHER?

Babies are learning about everything all the time.  They cannot have their educational experiences scheduled into specific periods according to formal lesson plans.  Harried working parents might prefer to keep their home an orderly and peaceful haven; however, it is a mistake to assume their child will get all the appropriate learning opportunities she needs at day care.  In fact, due to their greater emotional power, if the child is exposed to extensive prohibition or senses annoyance from her parents when she engages in such activities, her resulting reluctance to pursue them will carry over to the center.
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IN WHAT OTHER WAYS IS HOME/CENTER COOPERATION CRITICAL?
Mothers and fathers whose children have successful day care experiences conscientiously follow through on childrearing strategies worked out with center personnel.  For example, they cooperate by letting the child try things herself before stepping in to help, establishing and enforcing limits on unacceptable behavior, discussing toilet training and other such issues in advance.  Agreed upon methods are applied conscientiously around the clock.
WHY MUST PARENTS BE SO CONSCIENTIOUS ABOUT THEIR RESPONSIBILITIES IN THIS REGARD?

This attitude has important consequences regarding development.  Again, it is understandable that working parents may have a tough time being patient while their child struggles to dress and feed herself during the hectic morning moments.  They may feel guilty about “contaminating” the limited “quality time” they have with their child by introducing something as unpleasant as discipline; and they may be overly-eager to get their child beyond the financially draining diaper stage.  However, each instance where they assist too soon, or let misbehavior slide or push to hard, can completely negate what the center personnel do during the day.  This prolongs the period that the child remains dependent, uncivilized and soiled.

SHOULD PARENTS AVOID BECOMING TOO PERSONAL WITH CENTER STAFF?

NO.  Most mothers and fathers are not hesitant about discussing the personality of their child with day care personnel.  However, parents also should be candid when it comes to talking about them as well.  Although it is not necessary to become friends with their child’s teachers, parents should strive to form a relationship in which they feel free to offer staff intimate insights into their own psychological make-up.  In some professions, this may be frowned upon, but in the childcare business, it is essential.

HOW CAN PARENTAL OPENNESS BE HELPFUL TO DAY CARE PERSONNEL?
A good example concerns the roots of self-esteem.  As infants and toddlers achieve new abilities, such as taking their first steps or saying their first words, the excitement and enthusiasm exhibited by adults around them contribute to the growth of healthy personal pride in achievement.  While competent teachers normally reward such accomplishments, they know that their reaction has less impact than that of the child’s parents.  Therefore, to ensure that parents will be properly prepared when the child repeats the performance later on, staff and parents need to agree on communication guidelines.  Without access to the thoughts and feelings of mothers and fathers, the staff can make mistakes that may lead to resentment and diminished responses.
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DOES PARENT INVOLVEMENT HELP REDUCE THE COST OF HIGH QUALITY DAY CARE?
Many day care centers are able to provide superb services in return for reasonable tuition rates.  Usually, this is a result of dedication and ingenuity on the part of the staff.  Typically, however, parents have demonstrated a willingness to get involved as well.  Remarkable things can be done when ALL parents volunteer to supplement the center personnel for field trips and other special activities, and when they enthusiastically initiate – not just grudgingly participate in – raffles, bake sales and other events designed to raise additional funds for books, toys and playground equipment.

CAN INFANTS AND TODDLER REALLY SENSE THE COMMITMENT OF THEIR PARENTS TOWARD A DAY CARE CENTER?

Studies clearly indicate that the attitude of parents toward the center plays a significant role in how successful the day care experience will be for their child.  However, remember that a baby is not particularly sophisticated, so mere verbal expressions of satisfaction are insufficient for maximum impact.  Parents must make an effort to show their pleasure and pride through both actions and words.  For example, children at day care facilities often wear t-shirts emblazoned with the center’s logo, showing their pride.  A first-rate facility, where parents and teachers are working together, will stimulate mothers and fathers to wear such shirts in parks and shopping malls around town as well.

WHY DO CARE CENTERS HAVE TROUBLE OBTAINING AND MAINTAINING STRONG PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT?
Unfortunately, many parents do not recognize how important is their on-going input and cooperation.  They feel that their main function is to find the best facility for their child, and then it is up to staff to ensure that everything proceeds smoothly from then on.  Day care centers cannot do it alone.  For an infant or toddler to have a successful day care experience, it is imperative that her mother and father recognize that a high quality facility merely represents an “opportunity,” not an “answer.”  The extent to which parents take advantage of the opportunity will make all the difference.

DO DAY CARE PERSONNEL GENERALLY RECOGNIZE THE IMPORTANCE OF PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT?

A productive partnership with parents is a goal of most day care personnel.  Quality operations adopt policies and practices designed to accomplish this.  However, center staff has enough to do nurturing the children in their charge and usually do not have the time to coddle reluctant parents.  Therefore, it is ultimately up to the mother and fathers to make it happen; and making it happen is the only way to ensure a successful experience for infants and toddlers.  Deeply committed, thorough cooperation and highly active parents can help a mediocre facility become good, a good facility become first-rate and a first-rate facility become truly superb.
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ELEMENTS IN THE PARTNERSHIP
BETWEEN PARENTS AND DAY CARE PERSONNEL

Infants and toddler thrive when they receive prompt, personal attention from people who care about them, and when exposed to custom-made environments matched to their rapidly changing interests and ever-expanding abilities.  Therefore, meeting their special stipulations is not something that can be done solely by their mothers and fathers during a few hours in the evening, nor can it be done in the course of the day by even the most competent center acting alone.  The only answer is a thoroughly cooperative relationship between parents and center staff, ensuring appropriate and consistent care around the clock.  The following represents the key elements between parents and day care personnel.

HOME                                                                      CENTER

CHILD

PARENTS                                                                     STAFF

CHILD – The first two or three years is a delicate time of life.  The foundations of intelligence, language, personality, social competence and other facets of human development are forming; and the learning that occurs in these areas takes place on a fundamental level.  Unlike older children, infants and toddlers cannot have educational experiences scheduled into specific periods according to formal lesson plans.  Since they are learning about everything all the time, the elements of consistency and persistency are essential.  Moreover, during these early years, educational experiences are enhanced greatly by the presence of external enthusiasm.  Consequently, the elements of intensity and intimacy play a critical role.
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CENTER/STAFF – The day care center must be a place where infants and toddlers receive security and encouragement to pursue independent learning activities.  The facility should be safe and clean, and the staff should be adequately trained and supervised.  Although maintaining a smooth operation and ensuring the welfare of all children in their charge is the top priority, center personnel should attempt to involve parents in every aspect of the program, while striving to give each child individual attention and special consideration.
HOME/PARENTS – The mother and father must recognize that although they have selected a first-rate facility for their child, the bulk of the responsibility for ensuring her optimal development remains with them.  They should see to it that their home is an equally inviting and enriching learning experience.  They should discuss all childrearing practices with center staff and make sure to follow through on agreed-upon strategies.  They should make a commitment to participate in all aspects of the center’s operation – from general policy to daily activities.
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STANDARD INDICATIONS OF DAY CARE CENTER QUALITY

Licensing requirements vary from state to state, and regulations seldom receive regular enforcement.  However, the following standards (established by child development specialists) are an indication of day care center quality.
PHYSICAL FACILITY AND CURRICULUM

· Safe and clean classrooms

· Adequate indoor and outdoor play space

· Ample supplies and developmentally appropriate toys and equipment

· Activities that promote security and opportunities for independent learning

· Appropriate procedures for protecting health and handling emergencies

PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT

· Active parent/teacher organization with advisory powers

· Parental participation in policy-making, planning and daily activities

· Open-door policy encouraging frequent visits

· Seminars, workshops and support groups for parents

· Family events designed to foster a sense of community

GROUP SIZE AND STAFF RATIOS

· INFANTS – No more than seven infants in a group.  At least one certified teacher per group.  At least two staff for groups of four or more children.

· TODDLERS – No more than nine toddlers in a group.  At least one certified teacher per group.  At least two staff for groups of five or more children.

· INFANTS AND TODDLERS MIXED – No more than nine infants and toddlers in a group, with no more than three infants in the mix.  At least one certified teacher per group.  At least two staff for groups of four or more children.
STAFF BACKGROUND AND TRAINING

· TEACHER QUALIFICATIONS – At least once course in Early Childhood Education and nine months experience, or an Associate’s or Bachelor’s degree and three months experience.

· HEAD TEACHER QUALIFICATIONS – At least four courses in Early Childhood Education and 36 months experience, or an Associate’s degree plus 27 months experience, or a Bachelor’s degree and 18 months experience.

· REQUIREMENTS FOR ALL STAFF – Completion of a security check for records of child abuse or other serious offenses; medical check up for tuberculosis and other contagious diseases; and certification in First Aid and CPR.
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GUIDELINES
 FOR DAY CARE PARENTS
Many mothers and fathers feel that once they have selected a first-rate facility for their child, they have fulfilled their major function.  However, to ensure a successful experience for an infant or toddler, parents must recognize that they have a significant number of on-going responsibilities.  The following are routine practices adopted by high-quality day care parents.

· BE CLOSE BY – It is important to learn if the center allows late drop-off in the morning and early pick-up in the afternoon.  Remember, no amount of high quality nurturing in a group can completely compensate for insufficient individual care from parents.

· BE READILY AVAILABLE – In times of crisis, such as illness or accident, the ability of at least one parent – and preferably both – to arrive quickly is crucial.  Having both mother and father easily able to attend conferences, participate in special events and make frequent informal visits is also beneficial.
· BE PUNCTUAL – Dropping off the child on time enables the center director to make accurate decisions regarding classroom personnel assignments.  Picking up the child on time avoids the unpleasant experience of a tired staff member and a terrified child wondering when a parent will arrive.

· BE PRECISE – When informing center personnel about dietary restrictions, medical requirements, favorite toys, unusual family circumstances and other important information, parental diligence can eliminate misunderstandings and mistakes.  Take the time to have in-depth discussions instead of simply delivering rushed reports, and give detailed accounts instead of speaking in generalities.

· BE PLENTIFUL - When communicating with center personnel, convey as much information as possible.  Although it is appropriate to expect the staff to be experts on infants and toddlers in general, they need help from mothers and fathers to deal effectively with each individual child.

· BE UNDERSTANDING – Parents must realize that while their child is of utmost importance to them, center personnel are obligated to make the welfare of the entire group their top priority.  When mothers and fathers understand, accept and work with the realities of group care, they ease unnecessary childcare burdens.
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· BE HARMONIOUS – Infants and toddlers can thrive only when there is minimal distinction between conditions and activities permitted at home and the center.  Both home and center should be safe and accessible for independent exploring and investigating, with both parents and staff encouraging fun and learning at all times.

· BE RESPONSIBLE – Parents must follow through consistently and persistently on all childrearing practices agreed-upon with center personnel.  Especially in areas such as self-help skills, discipline and toilet training, failure of mother and father to meet their duties can easily nullify the positive efforts of center staff.

· BE OPEN – In order to do what is best for the child’s development, day care personnel often need to know about the thoughts and feelings of parents.  Although mothers and others do not necessarily need to become friends with their child’s teachers, they should offer candid insights from their own perspective.

· BE ACTIVE – A day care center’s ability to offer superb services in return for reasonable fees depends upon a high level of parental involvement.  Activities work best when parents volunteer to supplement staff for special events, and when parents participate in raffles, bake sales and other fundraising events.

· BE PROUD – The attitude of the mother and father toward the center is a significant factor in determining the success of the day care experience for their infant or toddler.  Remember that expressions of satisfaction will have less impact than overt displays of pleasure and pride.
· BE EDUCATED – Nothing is more important and rewarding than helping a child achieve the best start in life; and day care centers cannot do it alone.  Parents must continue to do whatever they can to expand and enhance their own childrearing skills, even after they have a found a first-rate facility with superb personnel.
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OPPORTUNITIES FOR ENHANCING COMMUNICATION
BETWEEN PARENTS AND DAY CARE STAFF

Parents and day care staff must communicate extensively and precisely, to ensure a successful day care experience for an infant or toddler.  Therefore, both parties must make an effort to exchange ideas and information regularly.  The following are strategies that parents and center staff can use to great advantage.

· Initial meeting between parents and center director

· Initial meeting between parents and classroom staff

· Daily contact at arrival and departure

· Periodic telephone contact

· Child’s cubby used as a mailbox for sending and receiving notes

· Newsletter

· Bulletin board

· Parent-child organization meetings

· Parental advisory board meetings

· Parent-teacher conferences

· Open houses at the center

· Staff visits to child’s home

· Pot-luck dinners and picnics

· Parental assistance for field trips and other special events

· Volunteer workdays for repairs, repainting, etc.

· Fundraising activities
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SOURCES OF HELP AND INFORMATION
Day care is a significant experience in the lives of an increasing number of infants and toddlers.  Parents must address many important issues in order to ensure that the experience will be successful.  The following is a list of sources to contact for information and assistance.

LOCAL PROFESSIONALS

CHILD DEVELOPMENT SPECIALIST – Professors of Early Childhood Education or Developmental Psychology at a local college or university can guide parents concerning the selection of suitable facilities.  They also can help mothers and fathers understand the nature of early development and the special needs of infants and toddlers, preparing them to supplement and complement the efforts of day care staff.
Telephone #
CHILD PSYCHOLOGIST – Mental health professionals can alert parents to danger signals in their child’s behavior, indicators that the day care experience is not going well.  They also can suggest practices for avoiding or coping with day care problems.
Telephone #
DAY CARE RESOURCE AND REFERRAL AGENT – Many community organizations and local government agencies have personnel who specialize in advising parents about the day care services available in their area.  They usually can supply information regarding both general conditions in the community and the quality of facilities.
Telephone #
NATIONAL AGENCIES

The National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC)
www.naeyc.org
Child Care Information Exchange

www.ccie.com
Child Care Aware

www.childcareaware.org
National Child Care Information Center

www.nccic.org
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