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More than half the nation's children have mothers who
work away from home, the Bureau of Labor Statistics
of the United States Department of Labor reported
today. ‘About 31.8 million children below age 18--54%
of the nation's total--had mothers in the labor force in
March 1981. This number has risen steadily through-
out the past decade, even though the size of the
children's population has declined substantially.

-

(United States Depar‘tment of Labor News,

USDL 81-522, November 15, 1981)
" Two significant'éhanges in social structure occur'r'ing'dur'ing the 1970s
dr‘amatically‘changed family patterns in the United Statés. These were a
large increase i:‘l the proportion of mothers who work and increased num-
bers of children living in single-parent households. Tr)es’e two changes
contributed to two' relsted changes: the number c;f children Ii(/ing in pov-l
erty and the rapid rise of children left unattended, or "latchkey chil-

4
s

dren."

What Is Meant by "'Latchkey Children?"

In the 18th century, the term."latchkey" denoted the implement used
for gaining access to one's house--for lifting the docr latch, in other
words. During the late 19th and early 20th centuries, the term was

n

" sometimes applied in relation to young single ladies who went about unchap-

eroned, thus r‘e;uir‘ingﬂa‘ key to gain access to ‘their homes. The first
clear print reference to Arherican |Iatchkey‘childr'en, indicating young chil-
dren left to shift for themselves while thier parents work.d and associating
the symboi of the housekey tied around the child's n.eck, appears fo be in
Zucker (1944). While th; term was not ndv ; Zucker referred to the
newly coined phrases "latchkey" or '"doorkey" children, or "8-hour or-

phans," in his article of that date.
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At present and in the context of this chapter, ”l'atchkey‘“ generally
defines childr‘env who are left to take care of themselves, to use group
recreational programs, play in the street, stay home_ alone, join a gang, or
in general, to supervise themselves--or for whom care arrangements are so
Ioosety made as to be virtually ineffective. Specifically, the term refers to
children who are regularly Ieft unattended or who are only attended by
another underage child most days, when ill, during s;hool hoIidaYs, snow
da}/s, teacher .workshop days, and vacation periods, or whenever these
children's schedules do not jibe with the usual schedules of their primary
adtjlt caregivers. Latchkey does not refer to children infrequently left
alone for rs.hor't pekiods of time while their adult caregiver runs an errand,
picks up a sibling from an athletic event, visits a nefghbor, or even goes
out for an evening without otherwise providing adequate supetvision.

THe above definition of latchkey children can apply io 3- or 4-year-
’ olds whose parents routinely and intentionally leave them unattended for
some period of time most days. This situation eccur‘s though perhaps not
frequently. | (The United States Department of Labor reported in 1977, for
example, that 20,000 3- to 6-years-olds were in self-care.) The term cen

also appI;/ to those 15- or 16-year-oids who are routinely left unattended

in their own homes before or after school while their parents work or while .

their parents spen'a extended periods of ""fi"rfi:é"“éW‘ay““‘fr“b'rﬁ"""h‘dm'e""'(sever‘al
weeks, for example). Situatiohs Iike' these occur with some r‘eg.ular;ity,'
and many adolescents routinely find themselves unsupervisad by theair
absent parents at all hours of the day and night.

.The latchkey population of greatest current concern, however, is the
5- to 13-year‘-old group. Even in 1975 the federal government identified

1,575,000 such children of employed mothers as being in self-caf'e (United

o




States Department of Labor, 1977). ‘.F‘ive- to 13-year-olds constitulz mé
largest group of latchkey children considered most at risk, and the;, are
thosei most fretquently left to take care of themselves during periccs in
which their school schedules . fail to overlap the wor‘k and work-"ciatéd
travel schedules of their parents.

Some readers might dis‘agree with _'a definition of children in seif-car‘eui
~that includes young children rjoutinely supervised by teenager's, believing
15_- or 16-year-olds to be adequate caregivers nc;t only for themselves, but
also for younger children left in their charge. ' Nonetheless, ‘grewing
concerns exist about the risk to yound children as the result of physical
and sexual abuse perpetrated by -underage but still older caretakers
(Finkelhor, 1979; Rogers, 1982). This would lead one to whnder whether‘
no care might be pr‘eterred to abusive care. However, there is no wish to
argue here whether ad'oles‘ce'nts can adequately respond to the demands of
serving as substitute parents. Some do and some don't. Certainiy a
15-year-old charged with the care of an 8-year-old can, often provide a
better care environment than no car-e. at all. It is impertant to note,
though, that most children 'lett to care for each other are relatively ciose
in age. It is more common to find a 12-year-old charged with the care of

an 8 -year- oId than it is. to find an older adolescent snblmg providing the

caregiving functlon for that younger‘ ch||d

Nonrelated older teenagers are often employed as babys;tters, however.
And, though data in this area are spar‘se,”gr‘owmg evidence mdlcates That
children between the ages of 12 and 14 are given much more responsidility
for younger chlldren than in the past A recent study (Medrich, 1982) of‘

time use among a diverse sample of Oakland California, youth showed that

66% of 11- to 14-year-o|ds care for younger snblm}gs at some point :.._the

-




week. “Ten percent of these have daily childcare responsibilities, and 23%
~ have responsibilities two to five days a week. Another study indicates
that older elementary school-age children take consider‘able: responsibility
for younger children when fhe parent is not at home (Long & Long, 1982).

.The thrust of this review, then, is to summariée what little is known
about school-age latchkey childr'en., and, it is hoped, to prompt more
research into tHe area and to stirr.lulate whatever solutions identified prob-

lems” might demand. .

How Many Latchkey Children Are There?

The exact number bf latchkey éhildr‘en remains elusive, since the
number‘s reported are generally accepteg as partial and the most recently
available general study fs itself dated (United States Department of Com-
merce, 1976). . The fact that a current comprehensive and reliable tally of
children enrolled in thé various forms of child care is as yet uhavailable is
perhaps indicative bf the low level of importance the nation places on the
care of its children. B'ut‘ther'e ér‘e some encouraging signs. The United
States Deparfment of Health and Human Services has issued its seven-
volume Nationa! Day Car"er Home Study (Divine-Hawkins, 1981) and has
funded a pértial study of child care for schooi-age children. #Da'ta for this

latter study began to be collected during 1982 in the states of Pennsylvania

and Virginia by Applied Managehent Sciences ‘o-%wSilver‘ Spring, Moryland.

Janet Simons and Halcyon Bohen (1982)‘estimate that approximately
'5.2 million young American children (age 13 and under) of qpar‘ents em-
ployed full-time are without adult care or‘vsuper‘visio_n for ?ignificant par‘tsﬁ
of each day. O;cher' iﬁvestigations conducted by va}-ious or‘ganizationsband

researchers present additional data on the qu‘estion of the number of

latchkey children. 1In 1976 the Unitevd States Department of Commerce




Bureau of the Census reported that 18% of children ages 7 to 13 carsz for
themselves while their mothefs wor‘ked full-time. It is hara vto imagine gthat
this percentage has declined since 1975. According to Lobata (1978), of
full-time employed mothers .with children ranging fr‘orrl 3 to 13, 12.9%
r‘epor‘t that ‘their children care for them'selves~ o.n a regular basis. In a
study by" McMurray and Kazanjian (1982) 19% of the famities involved
admitted that they had to leave their children uns.uper‘vised- during all or
part of thé day, with over one-fifth of the parents beginning such .prac-
tices when the children were 7 years old or youngeF. Admittedly, this
population is unusuél in that it was working poor, most of whom had lost
ell‘%blhty for publically supported child care subsidies.

In a study carried out by Long and Long (1982) lt was found that
one of-‘ever‘y,thr‘ee elementary school chlldren in the Washington, D. C.,
school surveyed regularly engaged in some form of self-care. It is also
true that among the nation's ten largest metropolitan areas, Washington's
labor force has the highest proportion of working women (R. Smith,r 1979).
Moreover, interviews with chilar‘en in selected schools in Washington's
wealthiest suburbs indicated that between 11 and 12% of these children fit
the definition of Iatchkey (Long & Long,~in press).

It is likely that the average of American children routinely left in
self-care varies dependmg on locale and the composmon of the ‘community.
The high figure of one-thrr‘d for some areas has been corroborated by a
recently released study by ‘Hughes‘(1982).' The Hughes study, conducted
for the Association for Supportive Child Care, sampled major employgr‘s in
Maricopa County, Arizona, to generate a list of employees with children
under 12 .years of age in which both parents or the single head of hbusé~

hold was employed outside the home. Of the 144 employee families - that
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- participated, 62% were married couples and 38% were single heads of house-

hold. There were 207 children under 12 years of age in these families;

114 children were 5 years of age or under, while 93 were age 6 through

1. In 31% of the families with children ages 6 through 11, chsldren cared

for themselves on most weekdays.

In a survey of cﬂhild care pr‘acti\ces conducted' by Family Cir‘cie maga-
zine, 30% of mothers reported that thei.r school-age children under 13 were
left at home alone 'af‘ter‘ school (as reported 'in Fr‘i.edrhan, 1979). In a
s‘ur'vey conducted by Louis Harris (1981) for General Mills, Inc., only 9%
of the famlhes sur‘veyed making use of childcare arr‘angements besides

parental care reported that their children carea for themselves. Unfortun-

ately, this gquestion was posed in such a way that children who taok care

‘of each other were generally not counted in the self-care category.

Nicholas Zill (1983) reports from a study conducted in 1976 that among his
sample of 2,301 children age 4 through 11 fewer than 5% were latchkey.
Where the percentage of families with a working single parent is high,

even the one-third figure might be a low avér‘age " Our preference is to

stay with the figure of approximately 6 m|II|on Iatchkey children 13 years '

of age or under, since this flgure seems conservative and at pr‘esent
public concern is most focused on this age group. Regardless of discrep-
ancies among findings, the bottom line is that whatever the actual figure.

a large number of children in America spend some portion of most days

-each year caring for themselves, and this number is growing.

L

Is Self-Care Really a Problem?

More than a year ago James Garbarino (1981) asked whether  the
latchkey child was a problem. He conceded that some latchkey children

nfeel rejected," were "prone to become involved in delinquent behavior,"

3
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and were more.likely to become "victims of éccidents“ and "sexua! victimi-
za'tion By siblings &nd non-parental adults." But he also suggestéd that
.we “don't know how many' children. do suffer such adverse cdnseq&ences
and indeed asserted that latchkey children may find that their situstions

promote development because of the greater demands placed on them to act

-

independently and responsibly.* )

David Elkind (1981), _how.ever‘, contends that the rush to have chil-
dren grow up quickly produces unnecessary str;ess.. _Childr‘en respond to
stress in a variety of ways, including developing anxiety that is not
attachéd to a specific fear. This type of fear is offeh experienced as a

result of Separations, including the continuing though temporar"y seﬁar‘ation

' occasioned by parents' jobs. Under ‘str'ess, children often cope by over-
Y

structuring their environments. As reported by Elkind, this characteristic
has been a trade-mark of low-income children, who often appear to attain
ind_epend'ence early in response to living in single-parent families or in

housenolds in which all adults work outside the home, as well as in reac-

tion to poverty. These situations demand growing up rapidly.

At present the pressures on children to act grown-up prematurely in
order to satisfy family or parental needs, often for the same reasons
thought in the 1950s to be common only among the lower class, has gqined '

a strong foothold -across a wide sWeep of American society. There is a

possibility that premature life structuring afnong children: will lead to

3

lowered achievement and 'ihcr‘eased social and .emotidnal problems in their
later lives,;<»as has apparently been the case among the children of the
nation's working poor for décades. But then rot every child responds to
situations that are normally stressful by' crumbling, or burning ouf, or

producing at less than potential (Pinas, 1979).

1 {l)
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The practice of older chﬂdrerf caring for younger ones is widespread
in non-Western socizaties, ‘where children 'ts‘/pically take on responsibilities
“that range from complete and independent full-time care of childreh to
éhildcar‘e. tasks under adult supervision v(Whiting‘ & Edwards, 1973; Rogoff,
Sellers, Pirotta, Fox, ;& White, 1975; Wcisner, & Gallimore, 1977). But
becéuse mothers have been the primary canr:egi.vers in‘ Western industrial-
ized _societies, little atteﬁtio_n has been given to childcare by children
themselves. Psychologists are in fact divided ;about the adv_is_ability of
giving children caregiving r‘espons'ibility for themselves or other children.

<

< In the few =chool programs that have engaged junibr& high sch_ool'
students a.s‘_'_aides in preschools, yo;mg ;dolescents are r‘eborted to be
"still near enough to childhood to identify spontaneously with children's
interests, feelings, and behav.ior'v-(IVlaIIum, unpﬁu'l;lished). We lack informa-
tion, however, about how they handle childcare in uhSUperviSed situations.
Research and theory on vear‘ly adoleséenée,‘ and on the transition into
puberty, do not p'r‘ovide clear pr‘edictio'ns%about the ways in which early
ad’oles-cents will - perceive and handle childcar‘e. While there is general
agreement that major biological, psychological, and social changes ‘tal~<e
place during the period from 11"to 14 years of age, this period has beét'ji%-:
viewed by some V}aS'higth stressful and disor‘ienting (Freud, 1958; Erikson,
-1968; Mead, 1970; Muuss,- --197'5;)».and by othefs»—asmimpressivelyfﬁtablve,,and
continuous (Bandura, 1964; Douvan & Adelson, 1966; Hill, 1980; Rutter,”
1980; Dus'ek & Flaherty, 1981). To the extent that social vg_rt.‘»cdgynﬂitive
disor‘iéntation may take place, their impiiqatiohs forjl,,yolit;g adolescents
childcare abilities have never been. addressed.

The continuity and similarity '" thatv,,fs“o’r"r‘\:e writers have pointed out

between preschool and.early adobl'_esc‘éﬁt development (:Feeney, 1980) could




lead to a strengthened ability to identify with a younger child or to ciffi-
- culties for the adolescent in separating his or her needs from the child's.
Elkind's (1967) conéeption .of adolescent eéocentr‘ism suggests that young
adolescents' pf‘eoccupation with~ how oth'ers see; them could create difficult\,"
in taking the younger child's viewpoint. Cobb's (1975) study confirms
this problem.

l Are_latchkey children at risk? lflso, «i how much risk? A In which
areas are they at risk? Are ther‘e factors that llead to greater risk?
Factors that mitigate ‘r'isk? " What are the long term effects, whether posi-

tive or negative, of the latchkey experience? If self-care appears to

produce risks that outweigh the opportunities it provides, what might be - |

done to ‘change this proportion? . These and other questions need to be
answered. Since the cUr‘kent magnitude of the latchkey phenomenon has
~been expressed quietly only during the past 30 years, little in the way of
data directly applicable to these questions exists. And yet some infor-
mation at least iljustrative of the scope and c"omplexity of the latchkey

phenomenon has emerged .

THE CONTEXT OF LATCHKEY RESEARCH
The body of research literature that deals at least contextually with

Iatchkey chnldr‘en has attempted to deter‘mme whether children are bene-

fited or injured by I|V|ng with a mother who works out5|de the home (N'yer o

& Hoffman, 1963; Taveggia & Thomas, 1974; Duncan & Morgan, 1975;
Feldman, 1978; ‘Moore, 1978; Dellas, Gaier, & Emihovich, 1979; Hoffman,
1979; Price, 1979; Rallings & Nye, 1979; R. E. Smith, 1979; Etaugh, 1980;

Kamerman & Kahn, 1981; Lueck, Orr, & O"Connell, 1982.) The growing

consensus of this research is that the adverse effects on children and on
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parent/chitd relationsﬁips, leared by many as a result of maternal employ-
ment, have not occurred.

An early article by Mathews dealing with the effect of mothers' out-
of-home employment on children was published in 1934, but most published
research about this problem did not begin to appear until about 1950. Of
the articles published between 1950 and 1870, most used criterion variables
dealing with intellectual performance, emotional and/or physical develop-
ment indicators of school achievement, measures of ‘social behavior, or
.measures of childrens ideas and/or attltudes (Nye, 1952, Rouman, 1956
Glueck & 'Glueck, 1957; Hand, 1957; Cartwrlght & Jeffreys, 1958; Mye,
1959; Siegel, Stoltz, Hitchcock, & Adamson, 1959; Hartley, 1960;_Hkoffrﬁa.n,
1961;; Peterson, 1961, Roy, 1961; McCord, McCord, & Turber, 1963; Nye &
Hoffman, 1963; Scott, 1965; Banducci, 1967; George & T;homas, 1967;
Jones, Lundsteen, & Michael, 1967; and Nelson, 1969). Combined resul:s
of these stud|es generally showed no difference between the children of
mothers who worked and mothers who did not work, &lthough many scat-
tered diﬁ:er;ences in results did appear. To ‘_date; most 'research dealing
with the impact of vmaternal employment on chfldren'has assumed the alter-
" native of continuous chlldcare, seldom conS|der|ng whether or' not othe
children were fendlng for themselves whlle the|r parents were working
out-of-home. )

Harris (5981) conducted a survey on American families for General
Mills, inc. The sample of 1,503 adult family members was drawru from the
ncnvnllan populatlon over age 18 residing in the contiguous United States

All |nt'ervzews were conducted by telephane, uslng a procedure known as

random-qlglt-dlallng,
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Most interesting of,the results 6btamed from the family members
polled by Harris was the fact that almost twice as many respondents
thought that the effect of both parents WOr‘king outside the home was
negative as thought the effect was positive. The reason most often cited
for this suspected negative effect on families co'ncer'ned the belief' that
children ‘needed str‘onger‘ ;aar'enta'l guidance, supervision, and discipline
than those questio’ned thought could be provided when both parents in the

household were employed. On the positive, side, about nine family members :

in 10 poIIed by Harris believed that when both parents worked, chnldr‘en

had to become more self-reliant and independent. Elght of 10 thought this

¢

was good.

The-clash between the consensus of r'es.ear'ch writing and common’
opinion can lead.one to wonder"whether‘ collective research wisdom is more
accurate than collective common opinion, or whether family members are

considering reality factpr/s as yet unexamined by researchers. To put the

Har'r'ls pohi in perspective, work. was not seen as the sole factor mfluenc-‘

ing attitudes toward current changes in chlldcare. - Certainly the percep~
tion. of the deterioration in the overall quality of parenting is widespread.
A ma;jor'ity of all groups 'polled by Harris (except for a sample drawn from
a selected list of women's leaders and groups published’ by the White‘House
in 1980 and for participants of the N‘ational Organization for Women's Legal
Defense Fund Pr‘ogr‘am)' b'eligved that even when parents stay at home,
they dnh't\ giye théir‘ children the time and attsntion needed. The majqr‘ity
of Harri;'s family members felt that when. both parents work childreﬁ were
more likely to get into troublte and the parents we'r"e more likely to indulge. '
their" children to malke up for the time spent apart. This same 'gr‘OUp,

howéver‘, also felt that work and childrearing were generally compatible

c.
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despite the time demands of work, if the quality of time spent with chil-
dren was good. An equally positive opinion was that the child is benefited
when mothers and fathers play an equal role in caring for children--an

attitude shared by a growing number of researchers.

CURRENT LATCHKEY RESEARCH

Zucker's (1944) picture of wartime latchkey children, as. described
earlier in this chapter, somehow seems qLJite moder*h. His answer to the
question of whether or not it was harmful for a mother to work was that it
depended on whether or not she could make adequateiehildcar‘e ar‘r‘ange-'
ments. Without meticulously detailing the extent of the latchkey problem
in 1944, Zucker clearly believed that war-bred latchkey children would
become the problem adolescents of the 1950s and the maladjus‘ted'parents -of
the 1960s. Even hie suggestions for amelior'ating Iatchi<ey problems seem
applicable today. But to what extent does the ‘r'esear'ch illuminate the

effect of the latchkey experience on children? . _ | .

Cognitive Functioning and Adjustment

quds (1968, 1972),, following .the lead of previous research, investi-

gated developmental variables relating to achievement, ,intelligence, per-

sor;al and social adjustment, health, famil‘y relationships, and school and
corﬁmuni:cy be‘haviorzri.n a _group of fifth-grade black ghettoLch"iIdr'en from
Philadelpr]ia. ~°He.r: 'pr'ima‘r"y‘ bur'pose, Hhowever',' was to determine whether
those chiidren who reported they had little or no maternal supervision
during the suhmer and dur‘ing criterion periods of the ecr;odl'day differed
from thildren who experieneed almost continuous supervision. | .
Woods' findings were that while the teachers at school could not
distinguish between 'super'vi;ed and unsupervised crjil‘dr'e'n, there were a

; )
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number of sj‘énificént c-lilf'ferences betweén groups of girls with f"egard to
aoadefﬁi;c achie;/ement a'ar_\d‘ sc_hooi relations. Unsuperviseci girls, of whicﬁ_
‘in this study~iher~e »yyer‘e'significantly more thén unsupervised boys, ex-
_hibited marked c].efiéits in- cognitive functioning"af\d per‘solnality adjustment.

-

In contrast, children who reported mature substitute supervision were

‘ [y

more self-reliant.

¢

/7 -

\_Voocg colfected her data from children using a, series- of paper:-and-
pencil inStrumepts. “She also soh"cite;l written evaluations from teachers;

» A -

. thgck'ed §c’hool, local hospital, and police records for all her'.subjécts;‘anq
intervieweq 38 mother"s-. In addition to the dﬂefiéi{zs° ’not.eAd,'- Woods féund
positive relationships Sétweén mothers' a;tt'itudc;s »t'owar'd fheir‘works_and
“childcare roles, the quality of mot.her'lchild_‘ relationships and tr;e children's -
achievement, intelligence, and pefsonality. She surmised that mate.r'nalﬂ
employment might be differential‘ly associated with the developmer;t'of
children depehding oh the family's social class, but she did not test this
hybothesis. | \

Following suggéstions made by Woods, Gold and Andres (1978-a)

‘ ”investigated the differihé conceptions of sex roles in children of employed
and unemployed mothers by soc'fal class. The subjects were 223 10-year-
old Canadian chilvdr'en who came from two-parent families with no history of
parental death or divorce. All data collected were obtained on paper-and-

~ pencil measures.

The areas of greatest interest to this discussion are the investiga~
tion's »inq'uiry into social class ‘differ'ences and the supervisory arrange-
ments parents made for their children. Gold and ':"At:\»dr'es (1978-a) found
that significantly more honemployea mothers indicated that 'only they super-

v

vised their children in the evenings and on weekends, while employed
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moth_er'g indicated that both parents supervised their children.  This
finding sta_'hds in contrast to results réported by Pedersen (1982) in which
American fathe.rs with unémployéd wives spent significantly more time with
3 their chile'dr'en upon return home from work than did fathers whose wives
":wer'é also employéd.
” Of the 20 unsupe}'vised children with employed mothers in the Gold |
and -Andr'es (1978-a) study ,(1‘6‘%; of the total number of children with
ein_plbyed ‘mothers), 15 were t;oys, 11 from middle-cl'ass and five from
wor}sing-class ‘families. When researchers divided the sons of employed
mothers into supervised and unsupervised gr‘oup’s fo;' cdmpariSon, the
unsupervised boys were consistently lower on all .adjustment and academic
achievement test scores, but none of;ﬁj:che:se' 'd.'r,ffe‘rences. reached signifi-
cance. / :
in a cbmpanion study of 14- to 16‘-year~-o|drCanadian' youths, Gold
and Andres (1978-b) focused on h-ypotheses similar to those in their study
of 10-year-olds. Again of special interest to our discu'ssion, approximately
half of the employed and nonempléyed mothers indicated that ’Ehey did not
supervise their children's free time. Supervised and unsupervised chil-
dren were compared on sex-role concept measures, adjustment test scores,
-academic achievement, and intelligence 'scor'esp' The unsupervised éhildr'}en
had slightly lower adjustment "and académic scores, but few of those differ-

ences reached significance. ?

o

Children's Fears
In a study by 2ill (1983), boys v'and girls ages 7 through 11 were
asked if they worried when they had to. stay at home without any grown-

u;;s to watch them. Thirty-two percent of the boys and 41% of the girls

said, "Yes." V\{hen the children were further asked which of several
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possibilities made them feel afraid, the most frequent issue identified was

that somebody bad might get into their house (62% of the boys -and 75% of
the gir_'ls). The next most frequent issue seen as fr‘ithening was when
their parents argued (48% of the boys and 56% of fhé girls). Girls also
indicated that they were afraid of thunder and lightening (46%5. Other'-‘
wise, less than one-third of either the boys or girls said they were fright-
ened by any other item. |

A study conducted and subsequently réported by Galambos and

Garbarino (1982) at the 'annqal convention of the American Psychological

Association attempted to answer questions r‘elatin\g to whether a lack of |

supervision affected school adjustment, academic achievement, orientation
to the clgssroom, and fear of going outdoors alone in fifth- and se\)‘enth-
grade students who were regularly unsupervised befor'\é\ or after school and
who had mothers émployed_ outside the home. Children in this group were |
compared with vcontinuously supervised childr;en of employed mothers and
continuously Super'vised children of nonemployed mothers. All measur'esA
wer'é of the paper-and-pencil type, some com;')'l'eted by the children and
others completed by teachers who had known the children for at least
three months. |
No significant main effects or interactions were found for any super-
Vision/matef'nal efnployrhent status group. The results suggest that latch-
key children reared in a relatively safe rural envir'onmelnt perform no
diffefehtly in school than ndnlatchkey children, nor are they more fearful
of being outside alone. Galambos and Garbarino suggest that cemmunity
and neighborhood characteristics may influence how well the child is able
to adjust to the latchkey situation. One possibility is that in neighbor-.

hoods perceived as safe, the‘latchkey child more likely willi be allowed to

15
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play outside, a fact that perhaps leads to better adjuét’ment than if the

MARE

child Es,f‘equir‘ed to stay indoors.

Underreportmg of Self-Care Arrangements

Georgia McMurray and Dolores Kazanjian (1982) car'r'led out a studV\f
how poor working families involved in New . York City's public day car‘e\
programs manage their family life and work responsibilities. Results were |
‘ ’ based on home interviews with 211, individuals. Of the respondents in this‘
study, 70% were single parents, 94% were female, and 95% were from a
racial mindr'ity. dne hundred thr'ee; of thcv)s;eb ‘interviewed wére from a
group of'families whose childr‘en» had been terminated from public déy égne»
services, 59 were from families whose children wer:,,e‘”&ill en'i'olled in such
services, an; 49 were from families w_hose children wer‘é‘on a waiting list
for th'ése services. Of all respOndents, 56% were empl‘oYed at the time the
data was collected, 5% were looking for work, and 95% had worked at some
‘time since the birth of their first child.  Overall, this study focused on -
the most vulnerable segment of the populatfon--urban working poor,' single
pafents, minority individualg, and families' headed by women.

For purposes of this review 'the.",most striking finding of the study -
was,,"chat only 58% of the families interviewed were using childcare on a
regulaf basis, a low percentage, while analysis of the data showed that
only about 19% of the parents who were employed admitted that they made
no arrangements for the care of children. McMurray énd Kazanjiani(1982)
are Sensitive to the under'r"epor'ting of the Iatéhkey bﬁenomenon. By
analyzing the r:u‘mber' of hours of care reported and comparing that to the

" number of hours of employment in their sample, they estimate that more

than half of the children in their study were regularly or occasionally left

without superviéion for part of the day while their parents worked.




In a study by Long and Long (in press) in which interviews with

approximately 100 parents were conducted, it was evident that parents -

were reluctant to leave their children alone or to admit to having to resort

“to this arrangement. Some parents interviewed said that while they rou-

tinely left their children 'unattended, they would never admit this to their

own parents and actually tried to keep the reality of their child's self-care

as little known as possible. .

Part of the reason Long and Long found for underreporting, a reason
also cited by McMurray and Kazénjian (1982), is-that parents who leave a
7-year-old in the care of a 10-year'-o}ld, for example, do ﬁot consider this
to be leaving either child "alone." McMur'r'ay'and' Kazanjian (1982) report
that the median age of childr'ect"\ surveyed when first left alone was. 9.8

years. Long and Long (1982) found that children, when asked when they

" first began staying hofne- alone, repor‘téd a median age of 8, if left by

themselves, and 6, if left with some other uhder'age child, usually a sib-
ling. | o C—

It s interesting to note in the McMurray and Kazanjian study that

.almost one=quarter -of the parents reporting that they left their children

unattended reported also that they began this practice when their children

were age 7 or younger; 10% indicated beginning self-caré for children at

~age 3 or younger. By the time children reached'age 12, as McMurray and

Kazanjian indicate, 95% -ofl all of their subject§' children were staying by
themselves. Fburther', ‘when asked whether any of their children under 14
hadx responsibility for lobkiﬁg af:cer' younger'- brothers aﬁd sisters, a‘lmost‘"
30% of the parenfs said yes.b This figure parallels that found by Long and
Long (1982) when they interviewed minority children in Washington, D. C

»

In the McMurray and Kazanjian study .;che median age at which children -

24
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assumed responsibility for caring for a younger sibling was 10.6 years,

some caring for siblings as young as 1 year old. Again, this data paral-

-

lels the Long and Long (1982) study.

- The Choice of Self-Care

In reporting how parents came to thé décision to Ieave'childr'en alone,
McMurray and Kazanjian (1982) found that many factors played a part,
including the parents' assessment of the age and maturity of the child, the
parents’ need to work, the availability of affordable and reliable Childcér‘e,
the chi‘Id"s preference, and certain other environmental factors.

Long and Long (in press) found that ‘par"erv\ts did not carelessly
choose self-care for their children simply becauge they wanted to wor‘k‘.
The factors indicated by McMurray gnd Kazanjian were ‘indeed’ considered
by bér‘ents who opted for self-::ar'e, and thoAse'par'ents' chooéing self-éare
for_their children usually did so with a great deal of concern .(mécmy said
"guilt"), ambivalence, and ur:cer'tainty. Neither are most 'par'entbs who
employ a self-care arrangement lfor-' their children satisfied with this ar-
rangement _(M\c'Mur'r'ay and Kazanjian cite 46% of their r'espfmdents_).. They
express concern for‘ltheir‘ child's safety and social development, avnd worry
about the negati\/e impact of too much television viewing. This they do,
despite the fact that they and their children are allso"pr'oud:qf the respon-

sibility and i'ndependence latchkey children often appear to exhibit.

AN , THE LATCHKEY EXPERIENCE
%\Qeflected in a series of studies conducted in fhe Washington, D..
C., metropolitan area (Long & Long, 1982; Long &°Long, in press), in-

cluding inter‘vi&s\ with $ever~al hundred children, parents of; latchkey
o N ;
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NDepar'tment of Health and Human Services, 1982).
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children and former latchkey children from families that range from work-
ing poor to affluent, a constellation ot common concerns and experiences
has begtm to emerge.

... The first Long and Long (1982) study was-:car*r'ied out in an aII'-.black
parochial school in Washington, D. C. Data from this study compares most
easily with data obtained by Woods (1972) and McMurray and Kazanjian
(1982), though differences among all these studies occur. It is probably
important to point out that children interviewed in the Long and Leng

(1982) study cannot be considered typical of chlldren enrolled in the

'publlc schaools of the city of Washington--not because of r'ellglous affiliation

(in fact, the majority were not Catholic), but because their parents could
afford to pay an additional 750 dollars a year tuition per child to have
them enrolled in a par‘ochial_ school. This fact is mentionec':l only to indi-
cate that the Iatc;ﬁkey phenomenon occurs across a fairly bfoad sweep of
income levels in the black commumty

In the Long and Long (1982) study data were obtained by individually

interviewing every latchkey child in first through sixth grades (30% of all

childr‘en/ enrolled in these grades) following a structured pr‘otocol_. This
investigation appears to be the first reported attempt to obtain data di-
r‘ectly"fr'om latchkey ‘childr'er_\. ’ | ‘
Unlike the Woods (1972) or McMurray and Kazanjian (1982) studies,
the latchkey children in the‘ Long and Long (1982j study were almost
equally divided as to sax. Figuresyin the last investigation as to the
number of children living with a single parent (44% of the group left alone
and 40% of the group left with sibﬁings) almost exactly parallel the national

average for black children living with .only one parent (United States

-
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Length of Unsupervised.Time _ .

The children in the Long and Long (1982) study were without adult
super'vision' an average of 2 1/4 hours each weekday if homé alone, 3
hours if home with siblings. McMurray and Kazanjian (1982) r‘épor‘t that
three-quarters of their latchkey parents left their children alone for be-.
tween 1 and 3 hours, ahd nearly one-fifth left their children unsupervised
for between 4 and 8 hours, apparently on a daily basis. Fllor'ence
Ruderman (1969), in a study conducted for thé“Child Welfare League of
America, found thét 36% of the children ages 9 to 11 of working mothers
were alone for 1 hoqrn each day and that 43% were left for“up.to 2 hours.
The average of hours reported in all studies should be considered a mini-
mum since it generally does not reflect parental delays in getting homé or
~ the full. days children may be left unsupervised' when ill or during holidéy

or vacation periods. ' ce -

N

A

Most latchkey children do carry or have access to a house key. . In
suburban and rural areas the key may be hiddeh on the premises or the
house may be left unlotked, thus providing easy access for the.child
' sho‘ul‘d a key be losf. "In urban areas lost keys posé a real problem for
childfen. Of the children in the Long and Long (1982)'study,. 30% said
that if they Iosf their keys, they would wait outside until an adu‘lt' arrived.
Marty ur‘ba_n children were quite concerned about the pc;ssibility of losing

their keys, and key loss was not an uncommon experience.

-

Restricted Freedoms
Parents of urban children often restrict the freedom of their children
for safety's sake. Long'and Long (1982) found that 43% of the children at

home alone and 33% of those at home only with siblings could not play
“ o
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outside. © While 80% of the children home alone, 60% of the sibiing boys,
and 30% of the sibling giris were told that they could not have friends
visit while their parents were away, such “restrictions were rr?uth relaxed -
when children in suburbia were studied (Long & Long, in press). Free-
dom to engage in odtside play seefned to .be‘ even more relaxed in a ru»‘él
commuhity (Ga‘lambos & Garbarino, 1982). |
. The Long and Long (1982, in press) data seem to indicate that con-
textual variables make a difference in how latchkey children behave and
ho»y the experience affects them. 'fhese results support those issues:
raised by Galambos and Garbarino (1982‘)' ‘Subur‘b_an latcitkey children
seem to be accorded greater freedom to pléy outside and make_ use of
public r‘ec;reatiénal facilities than do urban children in self-care. Children
who live ih neighborhoods considered to be safer seem to exhibit less fear
than those Iivihng in more crime-ridden ne_ighbbrhoods. Children living in
more affluent neighborhoods are less likely to be left uhSupervised than
those in less affluent neighborhoods. ‘
Since neérly all childfen with‘continuous adul.t supervision are allowed
regular play contact with their peers during out-of-school hours (Long &

,Lovng', 1982) latchkey children probably suffer some social deficit when

their ability to play with peers is severely restricted.

Childr‘en's Perceptions of Sélf-Care

 Lo>ng and Long (1982, in press) found that the numbe»r' one complaint
of latchkey children was loneliness or boredom. While it is not clear
whether these same children might make the same complaint if they wére
'u'nder' continuous édult _super‘vision, those\ children who were so supervised

did not make such a complaint to any significant degree.
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The most startling finding in the vLong and Long ('1982)» study was the
elevated fear levels found arhong latchkey children. Fear levels were
judged by five methods: (1) Did the child say he or she was afraid? (2)
Did chiidren use intense words ta ekpress fear, Iike."ter'r'ified" or "very
frightened?" (3) Did children say they had recurring bad dreams? ~ (4)
Had c‘hildr'en developed a plén of action for coping withrexpected “fear's?
and (5) Did the interviewer rate the child as highly fearful as a result of
‘impressions drawn from the interview in. general?. ' |

Using these benchmarks and realizing that most children express some
depgr'ee' of fear at some time or another, investigators classed 30% of the
latchkey children who were home alone and 20% of those routinely left at
home with siblings but without continuous adult supervision as expressing
unusually high levels of recurring fear. The most commonly expressed
fear was that someone might break into ;che house, followed by 1;ear of
noises, of the dark, of rain, of thunder or lightening, or of animals
barking or crying that might indicate the presence of some further danger.

These elevated levels of feér were found,I but with much less fre-
quency when children in afflueht, suburban settings were interviewed
(Long & Long, in press). These results might indicate that environmental
factors, such as the customary or perceived safety of one's neighborhood,

can play a distinct role in determining the impact of the latchkey experi-

ence.

Risks to Unattended Children
Children left alone are always at risk from natural assaults, ‘as well
as from those assaults caused by individuals around them. Fire deaths,

for example, are disproporfionate‘iy high among the young. Not skillful at
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tasks which ﬁmay put them in dahger, -children ;a\v“e curicus to try ;-.'ha: e
they( see adults doirxg--using'metches or cfgarette lighters, for exsmple.
They are not always able to foresee the conseqguences of their ac:s and
may be msubordmate and play with matches” even though emphatica. y told
not to do so. yAnd too frequently children have not been trained in the
rudiments of‘;self-pr'utec‘tion from fire or other' emergency conditions. '
Only Long and Long (1982, in press) have investigated tﬁe numbern
~and nature of emergencies latchkey children experience, or the "resp.onses
or latchkey. children to such emergencies. In the 1982 study, the investi-
gators found that fe;ver than "5% of the chi‘ld:en interviewed had been
in\)o!ved in an emergency they cohsider'ed serious. This low percentage
might be aceounted for by the fact that the average age of the children at
the time they were inter'viem'/ed' was 8.5 for those left with siblings ‘and 9.%
for those left alone. When former Iatchvkey childrei; (a population which
avéraged nearly 9 years in latchkey arrangements) were interviewed, more
than half recalled at least one ser‘iogs emer'gency‘ in which they had been
iﬁvolv'ed while unattended. A great deal of additional Jata on local and
national levels ‘is needed about the risks experiencea by children left
unattended. No comprehensive data exist, for example, that outline abuse
by siblings of childr‘env left alone together, even though Long and Long (in
prees) discovered that when siblings were Ieft unattended together the
majority cohplained that fhey fought and argued frequently. Nationat
figures report abuse involvement by under'age subhngs as abuse by maciber/
substitutes. This may account for the listing of 46% of sexual abuse
cases, 72% of physical abuse cases, and 90% of all otheér maltreatment as

attributable to mother/substitutes (United States Department of Héalth and

Human Serwces, 1981).

.
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T'helcur‘r‘ent role latchkey arra'ngements p!ay'}in the abuse and negiect
of chi!dren is -an issue that Wants_for serious research attention. in much
the same way we know ljttle about the role lack of continuous adult super-
vision plays mﬂ juvenile deIianency (Thisalat£=r issue was poignantlyl
'_|Ilustrated in a report prepared by the Committee on School Age Child
Care of the Arlington, Virginia, Health and Welfare Council [1969]).

Although about 2% of all children in the United States are abused.
" each year, the maJorlty of latchkey children will probably not be abused
nor W|II the majorlty become known to the courts, or become severer
_injured, or die by acC|dent (even though accidents are the leadlng cause
of death in child"ren). However, these concerns should be'investi.gated in
light of supervision arrangements in order to give some insight i.nto the’
impact of. the latchkey phenomenon on those issues that society views as

having the most serious-consequencés for children.

Effects of °arent/Ch|Id ReIatlonshlp

While the r|sks of leaving ch|Idren unattended are real, one factor
Long and Long (1982) found that cons:derably moderated the ﬂundeslrable
<impajct of 'the Iatchkeﬁy‘ experience ‘was the'closeness of the reIationship the
ch%ld experienced with one or both parents. These results support find-
' ings }by Woods (1972) that those children who enjoyed the best relation-
bships with their mothers‘ had. ‘the highest achievement., best'personali-ty
adjustment, highest verbal and  language IQs, and ‘the best reading
achievement:. Even teachers responded most favorably to those children
who had the best mother/child reIatlonshlps at home

Chlldren in the Long and Long (1982) study appeared to percelve a

closer parental relatlonshlp if their parents engaged in activities with them
\ 13
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or expressed concern about their welfare, and if the parents respondad
when they enlisted aid in resolving conflicts. Children experiencing closer
parent/child relationships also indicated that their parents told them that

they loved them and/or acted loving toward them.

. INTERVENTIdNS AND SUGGESTIONS

G

U Large and increasing numbers of children are being left alone while
their parents work. This reluctantly used arrangement puts a epecial
burden . on children, many of whom have outgrown usually available full--
day care. Latchkey children are left unsupervised before and/or after
school hours, van’d at .other per‘iocqls during which their schedules fail to

« correspond with the times their parents are available for supervision.

| Many children are also pressed into service to supervise younger siblings.
_These children ar'e"vfilling the gap between parent care and othe'r' forms of
childcare that inadeouately meet the needs of working parents.

whether the lack of continuous supervision for our natton's children
;cr'eates a problem and if so, of what magnrtude, is a questlon not entirely °

“ settled. A growing amount of evidence’, seems to |nd1cate that unsuper'- -

- vised subteens are at risk to a greater or lesser extent, dependmg on the

confext of their care atrangemente (‘Wellborin,_'1981).. Even when assess-

ments are made of the impact ot poor or nonexiétent s'u'oe'r'vision versus
continuous adult super'vjsion on - such. qualities as school achievement,
sch.oﬂol‘adju-stment, and social behavio"r', Vr\esults vary from no differences;

be.tween groups .to a negative im'poct on the unsupervised group. A great 4

deal more research is n‘eeded to determine the full impact of Self-care on

children.




Sinee chi\jren are being required to assume more responsibility for
+ their own’ care and for the care of their siblings, and because the risks

are high, the‘r'e appears even‘ now to be .a strong need to give children
B ; better instruction in child development and survival skKills. Two examplee

of such pr‘ggr‘ams are described in‘ Survival Skills Tr‘ainihg for Kids

(Pfafflm, 1982) and I'm in Charge (Swan, Briggs, & Kelson, 1982). A

third book on the subject is. ready to be released by Alfred A. Knopf

(Kyte, in press), while Long and Long's book The Handbook for Latchkey

.. Children and Their Parents (in press) will also soon be published.

Moreover, because so many women are now in the labor force, parents
cannot assume that a neighbor will be available should their child at home
alohe need 'immediate assistance. This situation demands th-at the usual
sources of emergency ‘assistance (po?ice or fire and rescue groups, for
example) be better prepared to deal with the emergency needs of unat~
ternded children. There is perhaps also a gt’owing need for alternative
for"ms of assistance not only to help children cope with physical err.rer'gen-
cies but aIsovto help reduce Ionelin‘es's, bor'edom, and vfr*ight 'One such
ser'vu;e is pr‘omded by the State College Branch of the Amer'lcan Assocla-

v -« tion of Umversnty Women at the tPennsyIvanla State Umversnty (Guerney & .
Moore, 1982). BThIS ser'V|ce,‘ ca'lled "Phone Frlend " makes a telephone
hotline -availabie in the area to pr'owde empath;c Instenmg and r'epondmg,
help in problem solving, and r'eferral for chlldren. D.ur'mg |ts,' .fn*;t 5
months of operation, 369 calls were answered--87 from children who were
lonely, 50 from those who were bored, and 41 from those who were scared.

Calls in these three categories accounted for more responses than all other

types of calls combined.
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Flexible Childcare Services .
In addition to teaching children survival skills and providing servnces
to help them while they are alone; there: appears to. be a growmg demand
for |ncreased before- and after-school care and a greater varlety of care
arrangements suited to the demands of school-age children. Some of these
arrangements will have the effect of providing continuous adult supervision
for children. The extended-day programs operated in the elementary
vsch’ools of Arlington and Fairfax Counties .in Virginia are excellent ex-
arnples .of such programs. Others, such as neighborhood block mother
programs or community‘ recreation programs, will guarantee that. at least
-one _responsible adult will be home when children on the blot;l; need help.
Such programs may also help break the rnonotony of the 'Iatcl'ikey arrange-
ment by pn-roviding regular community recreational activities that recognize
the existence and needs of latchkey children, including provision for
transporting children sal’efly between’ such activities and their homes.

Many parents would make better use of aIready available  community
services if they knew these serV|ces existed. Improved mformanon and
referral serwces for parents are needed to ldentlfy not only publlc re-

’ ’sources, but also private ones' Employers can be enI|sted to help estab-

'-IISh these ch|ld care mformatlon and referral serV|ces Several employers

can ]omtly establish a Chlld care consortium, prgvnde subs:dized chlldcare

4
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- projects through grants, or help generate parenting “workshops. Flexible

work hours’ for parents and provisions for employees to carry out assigned
duties at home are only a few tnings employers can do to make parental
fulfillment of childcare responsibilities easier.

Community organizations can also take leadership roles in bringing

o

together a variety of community ‘resources designed to relieve the problems




. of unattended children. For example, an mtcrgene.atlonal modee designed
b‘y Thomas Long for Young Vo.unteers in Actxon, a federal égency in °
Washington, D. C., showed how senior citizens could effectlvely be patred
‘.with vjuvenile volunteers to provide care for young children at an annual
cost of about $600 per child. Existing homes for the elderly can expand
their care concepts to involve the elderly in care activities for_otherwise
unattended youngsters. And community organizations, such as the YMCA
can expand their already sizeable network of after-school "programs to
accommodate a growing number of'needy Children. it is“importan't to note
in this regard that no one model or plan will satisfy the needs of all
children or all families in all communitiés. Each communlty will likely

\

e require a number of approaches to adequateb{ respond to family needs ‘fOr
childcare. . . o

The issue of‘ chi-Idren in self-care is a complex one, not readily an-
swered by a single solution. Even parents'-decisions on the amoun't and‘

type of childcare arrangements used are complex (Moore, 1982), lncludmg
household structure, wage earners' employment status and annual mccme, ]

. cost of care, distance of care from home, and the necessity for regular or

flexible care arran_gements."' Further, choi’vces of care arrangements are

mediated by race and ethnlcaty, educational level of parents, geographnca1

reguon, and ‘type of community- in which the famlly lives, As a conse-
v o quence, any commumty that wnshes to hetp in supplymg adequate ch:ldcare

servnces must recognize the complexity of |nf‘u°nces that affect the choices

parents make and provide a variety of supportnve services from which

parents may choose, depending how they assess their own family situations.
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