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Introduction

This book is about child care. In the book and in most of the
research it reports, child care means just that: the care of children. It
includes what used to be referred to as “day care” but is by no means
confined to it. The distinction is important. To many people, per-
haps especially North Americans, “day care” refers only to child
care provided by people other than parents for children below
school age while their mothers are out at work and mainly to care
that takes place in group settings such as nurseries or centers. The
real world of child care is a lot more diverse and complicated than
that. For a start, even when a child is in child care for many hours
and her mother, as well as her father, works a fifty-hour week, she
will still spend more time with her parents and be far more intensely
and lastingly influenced by them than by her other caregivers.
Then, for many families child care is not a clear-cut either-or
between home or child care setting but a jigsaw puzzle of people
and places, family and nonfamily, paid and unpaid, in the child’s
home, in someone else’s home, or in a professional setting. To com-
plicate matters further, not all nonmaternal care is nonparental;
there are increasing numbers of fathers caring for their children.
And not all nonmaternal care is chosen to enable mothers to work
or study, either. Some women are based at home and available to
their children but want some separate time for their own benefit or
for the child’s. Some fathers and mothers want to share children’s
care or to have one or the other of them solely responsible for it,
and some grandparents want to spend time with children that’s as
much sociable as useful. We need to be aware of all that complexity,
because if child care research is to inform public or personal policies
usefully, it needs to be about identifying ways of caring for children
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that fulfill the needs and fit the changed and changing lifestyles of
both children and adults.

Child care is a very large and wide-ranging topic, so this book
covers a lot of ground and is crammed with facts and figures, not all
of which will seem relevant to every reader. American parents think-
ing about nonparental care for their own child may not care what is
provided in Europe or Australia or how researchers judge the qual-
ity of a children’s center; they may want to start with Chapter 4, read
about different types of child care in Chapters 5—12, and then go to
Chapters 14-16 on judging and choosing child care, and Chapter 20
for some suggestions on making it work for whole families. How-
ever, those same parents, thinking about child care as taxpayers and
voters, may welcome the discussion of political and policy issues in
Part One, of the research that tells us what we know and what we
still need to know about child care in Chapter 13, and of how Amer-
ican child care and its funding compares with that of other countries
in Chapters 17-19.

Child care is not only a big topic but also one that is dangerously
hot to handle. Tapping into parents’ desperate desire to do the best
for their children and the hair trigger of their guilt when that is in
question, child care stories are widely reported in all the media,
whether they are individual scare stories, dry reports from the
Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills
(OFSTED) in the United Kingdom, sober findings from the
National Institute of Child Health and Human Development
(NICHD) Early Child Care Research Network studies in the
United States, or accounts of their own experiences from parents
who took part in the Families, Children and Child Care (FCCC)
study in the United Kingdom. And, judging by TV shows, Web
sites, radio phone-ins, and letters to editors, such stories all get a
huge response from their audiences. Unfortunately, that wide inter-
est and coverage says more about increasingly intense concern
about child care than about widespread or growing understanding
of it. There is more written but less understood about child care
than about almost any other single topic that is relevant to almost
everyone. And the more sensitive the topic becomes, the more dif-
ficult it is to present objective facts or measured accounts, to iden-
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tify gaps in our knowledge, and to open honest debate, as this book
hopes to do.

The topic of child care is becoming more sensitive because, after
two generations of startlingly rapid social change and almost a
decade into the new millennium, we are still looking at it backward,
treating the sole mother care that was typical of white middle-class
families for a generation after the Second World War as a gold stan-
dard against which to measure (and decry) today’s child care and
sometimes look askance at today’s parents. It is difficult to imagine a
less useful mind-set. Rapid social change is the context for many
parents’ problems and the starting point for this book, but it is nei-
ther a diagnosis nor a cure. Understanding more about how things
have changed will not, in itself, make it much easier to cope with the
way things are. And looking at the differences between today and
yesterday, between our children and our childhoods, will neither
resolve regrets nor produce solutions. History never runs backward.
We don’t get a second shot but have to try to figure out how to live
with and enjoy what we’ve got in the time and place that we’re in,
and perhaps exert some control over where we’re going.

Whatever the brief period between the end of the Second World
War and the 1970s when sole full-time mother care was the social
expectation or aspiration meant to children, it meant isolation and
discrimination to many of their mothers and hastened its own end-
ing by helping to power them into the women’s movement. Modern
sociology recognizes that in each society some women want to give
priority to children and home rather than to paid work, but wide
acceptance of that particular form of nuclear-family living and gen-
dered division of labor is over. We know that modern economies
absolutely require women’s work as well as men’s, that of parents as
well as those without children, yet we are still arguing about
whether it is bad for children to have “working mothers.” Looking
regretfully over our shoulders at a rose-tinted past stops us from
making realistic assessments of the present or looking forward to
how we could make a better future, and both are urgent. The reality
is that nonmaternal child care is a fundamental part of modern soci-
eties; until we acknowledge that, we shall not recognize, let alone
address, the unpalatable reality that much child care, especially for



X Introduction

children under three, is currently of dismally low quality. We know
this; anyone who reads research studies or reports of them from
North America, Australia, or the United Kingdom knows it—
including millions of anxious parents who would rather not. Less
known, though, and far more shameful is that we know how to
improve the quality of child care, and we are not doing it.

If we stopped pretending that parents are solely responsible for
child care; stopped implying that if nonparental care isn’t good, the
only alternative open to good parents (mostly mothers) is to care for
children themselves full-time, whether or not that is what they want
to do, we could stop looking back and use what we know to move
forward. Some countries have already moved farther forward than
others. Countries need to learn from one another. The United
States is unique among Western countries in having no federally
mandated paid maternity or parental leave, and its programs to
assist poor parents with child care fees are underfunded. In contrast,
parental leave in Finland is so generous and well paid that having a
parent at home with a baby or toddler is a realistic alternative to
child care, which is freely available to all parents who choose it and,
like later schooling, financed out of general taxation. Between these
extremes, child care in the United Kingdom must still be paid for by
the parents who use it, but paid maternity leave can now last nine
months for any employed mother, and every three- and four-year-
old is entitled to free half-time preschool education. We need
answers to positive questions: What are the real issues in combining
the human essentials of earning and caregiving? What types of child
care are there? What is high-quality child care like—for which
children in which families and when? How can it be provided and
paid for?

These are some of the questions this book addresses.
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1. The Context for Child Care

This ought to be the best time to become a parent that there has ever
been. The stream of scientific information about fetal, infant, and
child development s at an all-time high and still rising. There’s more
government and media interest in families, parenting, and small-
child-related issues than ever before, and parents and stepparents—
grandparents, too—are increasingly thoughtful about what and how
they are doing.

Noteveryone is interested in becoming a parent, of course, but not
everyone has to. This millennium-spanning generation of women
has an unprecedented amount of control over its childbearing. An
active sex life and no children is socially acceptable and physiologi-
cally possible in most of the developed world, and many people opt
for it. Low fertility (or no male partner) and children is not quite so
easy, but assisted conception is now available in most of the Western
world (though whether as a right or a big business depends on
where you live) and is astonishingly widely used, often by individu-
als who would not have seen themselves as prospective parents a
generation ago, including women past menopause and gay couples.

Throughout the postindustrial world, however, women are hav-
ing fewer babies than ever before, and while mondially falling birth
rates may do something to slow the overpopulation of the planet,
falling birth rates in developed areas mean “aging populations” and,
thirty years into the future, a real threat to economies. The 2006
Canadian census shows that the number of people over age sixty-
five has gone up by almost 12 percent since 2001, while the number
under age fifteen has dropped more than 2 percent in the same
period. An aging population, better described as a shortage of
young people, not only means that a larger proportion of the popu-
lation will be retired and dependent on pensions and care arrange-
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ments that a smaller proportion of people of working age are going
to have to finance; it also means fewer young people acquiring and
disseminating the new skills on which employment will increasingly
depend. So, in the long term, we need our populations to produce
the next generation of workers, and countries that do—such as the
United States, which saw a fractional increase from 64 infants per
1,000 women of childbearing age in 1996 to 66.3 in 2004 —will be
at an enormous advantage if it is maintained. The assumption that
countries with very low birth rates can turn to migrants instead
ignores the real math. If a country such as Italy continued with its
current fertility rate of about 1.3 (instead of the 2.0 that would
replace each couple with two offspring) for more than a generation,
its labor supply would drop by about 1o million workers. Itis incon-
ceivable that Italy, or indeed any nation, could attract such a large
number of employable immigrants or absorb them.

It is difficult to see a future shortage of labor as an urgent prob-
lem in countries where unemployment rates are high, as they have
been, for example, in Germany and Spain. However, it is now gen-
erally realized that current unemployment comes about less because
there are too many workers than because too few of the available
workers have the requisite skills. Indeed, if the birth rate stayed so
low that there was a catastrophic shortage of labor in thirty years,
there would probably still be a high rate of unemployment among
inadequately skilled workers, many of them approaching retirement
age, who were no longer employable in the jobs available.

What do birth rates now and labor supplies in the future have to
do with child care? The link is women’s participation in the labor
market. A generation ago, the women who didn’t work outside their
homes were the ones who had the most children, and that is still the
case in some parts of the world. In most countries, though, that sit-

“In Germany the phenomenon of shrinking families bas been going on for
the past 30 years. This problem doesn’t just affect Magdeburg, or Ger-
many, it affects the whole of Western Europe. . . . Having children just
doesn’t seem to fit with modern lifestyles. . . . Some people have become less
tolerant of children. They see them as loud and stressful and a bit of a
pain.” Lutz Trumper, mayor of Magdeburg, Germany, 2005



