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LATCHKEY KIDS

Millions of American children under age 16 routinely stay at home for long periods without adult supervision.  Sometimes called “latchkey kids,” they are usually without parental supervision during non-school hours, such as before and after school, and when school is not in session, such as holidays and summer vacations.  If you must leave your child or children at home alone, the following information will help make your absence safer for them and less stressful for you.

AGE, SEX AND SELF-RELIANCE

“Self-reliance” is trust in one’s own powers, abilities and judgments.  Self-reliance tends to grow, as children get older and mature.  The biggest increase in self-reliance occurs between 6th and 8th grade.  Girls usually score higher in self-reliance than do boys. 

EMOTIONAL INDICATORS OF SELF-RELIANCE

How children express themselves is an indication of their ability to be self-reliance.  The following are mature emotions that may indicate a child is self-reliant.

· Feels good about self

· Is able to control own anger

· Is able to express feelings in positive ways

· Has courage to face own problems and fears
· Knows own strengths and weaknesses

· Can ask for what is wanted or needed in relationships

· Is sensitive to the feelings of others

· Is able to share with others

· Knows how to cooperate with others

· Shows respect for authority

BEHAVIORAL INDICATORS OF SELF-RELIANCE

How children behave also indicates their ability to be self-reliant.  The following are mature behaviors that may indicate a child is self-reliant.

· Selects appropriate types of food to eat

· Performs household chores on own initiative
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· Puts away items after using them

· Completes homework on own initiative

· Knows how to safely use household appliances

· Knows how to supervise younger children

· Budgets time effectively and is usually prompt

· Shows good judgment in emergency situations

· Seeks adult advice when needed

· Completes assigned tasks

SUGGESTIONS FOR PARENTS OF LATCHKEY KIDS

· Maintain ongoing and supportive communications with the children.  Encourage them to express their negative and positive thoughts and feelings.  When appropriate, call them from the workplace.

· Be sensitive to emotional or behavioral changes.  Parents who suspect a child is having problems should encourage the child to express his or her concerns.

· Know the attitudes and behaviors of each of your child’s friends.  Make certain they are honest and trustworthy.  Peer pressure can cause children to behave inappropriately.

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

· Post a list of work and emergency numbers in a place easily accessed by your children.  Teach each child how to use the telephone and whom to contact in an emergency.
· Encourage siblings to “communicate” and to respect each other.  When children learn how to express themselves and to listen to each other, they are less likely to fight.

· Make certain that each child has a clear understanding of his or her responsibilities.  Give each child specific, age-appropriate tasks or duties, such as an older child supervising a younger sibling.  Children need to know who is in charge.

· Have regular family meetings.  Allow each child to offer input.  Stress the importance of teamwork.

· 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 she or he feels special.  Latchkey kids sometimes need extra reassurance from working parents that they are valued and loved.
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SAFETY CHECKLIST

The following safety checklist is a general guide.  Adjust it according to your specific needs.  Make sure that:

· All locks on windows and doors are functional

· Children have access to appropriate keys and know how to use them

· Plumbing and electrical fixtures are functional

· The telephone is accessible and that each child knows how to use it

· Weapons, poisons and medications are locked away

· Children know the proper use of heating and air conditioning units

· Children know how to handle possibly dangerous situations, such as a stranger knocking on the door, looking in a window or calling on the telephone
· Children know who to contact in an emergency

· Children know not to “rough house” in the home

· Children know not to use dangerous appliances or power tools without adult supervision

· A daily schedule is developed so that each child’s whereabouts are known at all times

· A list of first-aid procedures is posted in plain view and is written in easy-to-understand language

· A list of emergency telephone numbers is posted in plain view and is legible

SOURCES OF FURTHER HELP AND INFORMATION

Many schools, agencies and organizations offer programs for latchkey kids.  Contact your local school, YMCA, YWCA, Boys & Girls Club, 4-H Club, Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, Hispanic Center, Jewish Community Center or NAACP to see if they offer a latchkey program.  For additional information, please visit the following websites.
Your Family’s Health
www.yourfamilyshealth.com
NYU Child Safety Center

www.aboutourkids.org
Parent Kids Right

www.parentkidsright.com
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