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DEAR PARENT:
Where can your children go when school's out,
but you can't be home to take care of them?

Millions of parents face this question today, as

job responsibilities make it difficult or impossible

for them to be with their youngsters before
school, after school, on holidays, on spring break,
during summer vacation... and all the other times

when the schools are following one schedule,
while adults must meet the demands of another.

For a rapidly increasing number of parents, the

answer to this dilemma is school-age child care

a safe, secure way for children ages 5 to 13 to
unwind, play, learn, and enjoy themselves.

While the need for this kind of care is greater
than ever, finding the right provider can be
difficult. Where do you look for centers that
serve school-age children? What questions do

you ask the director to make sure that a center
meets your needs and provides a healthy,
stimulating setting for your child?

Such questions have led us, the nation's
elementary and middle school principals, to

develop this guide. Your youngsters' out-
of-school hours are important to us, too.
We hope you find this publication useful.

Sincerely,

Samuel G. Sava

Executive Director
National Association of Elementary School Principals
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WHO PROVIDES
SCHOOL-AGE CHILD CARE?
Some communities offer a lot of choices

for school-age child care; others have few.

Here are some of the most common:

Schools: About one in three elementary

schools provides before- and/or after-

school care in the school. Sometimes, the

programs are sponsored by the school

(or school district); other times, by outside

organizations.

Recreation Departments: Some commu-

nity parks and recreation departments off

after-school care and extended summer

day camps.

Youth Service Agencies: The YMCA and

YWCA, Boys Clubs, Girls Clubs, Campfire,

Inc. and other youth- and family-oriented

groups sponsor school-age child care pro-

grams, including before- and after-school

care and summer programs.



Churches and Temples: A growing num-

ber of centers of worship offer school-age

child care to anyone in the community,

regardless of religious affiliation.

Child Care Centers: Many child care cen-

ters also care for children before and after

school, or can recommend places that do.

Some child care centers at corporations and

on college campuses also are expanding to

provide care for school-age children.

Family Child Care Homes: Licensed pro-

viders who care for younger children may

offer before-school, after-school, and sum-

mer care for school-age children as well.

In-Home Care: For those who prefer at

home" care, options include hiring neigh-

bors, retirees, or college students. Many

parents form informal co-ops, or look to

local licensed family day care providers.
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How Do I FIND
SCHOOL-AGE CHILD CARE?
The best sources of information on before-

and after-school care programs and

providers are:

Schools/School Districts: Your child's

principal is an excellent resource for ques-

tions about children. He or she will be

acquainted with the range of programs avail-

able to students. The district office also may

be a good resource for area programs.

Other Parents: Your friends, neighbors

and co-workers, and the parents of your

children's friends, can be great sources of

information on school-age child care

programs.

Local Government: Many community

governments have child care departments

that maintain lists of licensed child care

providers.
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OTHER SOURCES:
Libraries: Some community libraries keep

files on child care programs in the area. Ask

the reference librarian.

Child Care Resource and Referral Services:

These services help match families with child

care providers in the area. Some employers

provide access to a resource and referral ser-

vice as an employee benefit. If yours doesn't,

try looking in the Yellow Pages under "child

care," "school," or "day care." Make sure to

find out, up front, if there are charges for the

referral service.

SPECIAL NEEDS:
Finding quality before- and after-school care

can be particularly challenging for those

whose children have special emotional or

physical needs. Often, you can get recom-

mendations from local social service agencies,

the school district office, or your child's

school principal.

"
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WHAT SHOULD I LOOK FOR?

While every program is different, make

sure to look for

A caring staff that really likes children.

Interesting and challenging activities.

Surroundings that are healthy and safe.

Beyond these, finding the best care is a

matter of determining what's important

to you and your children, and finding

the best match.

First, Consider Your Children:

'What kind of activities do your children

enjoy most? Active, outside play? Reading?

Arts and crafts? Computer games? Sports?

Drama? The best programs have enough

variety to accommodate all of these.



What Are the Hours, Logistics, and Costs?

How early can you drop your children

off in the morning? How late is the center

open in the evening?

Is care available when school is closed for

parent conferences, vacations, holidays, and

bad-weather days? Does it cost extra?

Can your children attend during the sum-

mer months? Is the center closed certain

weeks for staff training or vacations? If so,

ask the director to recommend alternatives.

Is the tuition affordable? School-age child

care averages less than $2 an hour, but

ranges widely depending on where you live,

the services offered, and who's providing it

(non-profit providers generally are the least

expensive).

What extra fees are there? What i. the late

fee (as high as $1 per minute after closing

time)? Are you expected to pay extra for

field trips, tutoring, music or sports lessons,

or equipment?

-
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WHAT DOES A GOOD
SCHOOL-AGE CHILD
PROGRAM LOOK LIKE?
Indoors: Some settings just "feel" right.

The best setups offer:

Enough room so children can move from

one area to another without disturbing

other children's activities or projects.

Quiet areas for conversation, puzzles,

reading or homework; small group areas

for games, art, science projects, or dramatic

play; and open areas for noisy and active

indoor play.

A cozy, "home away from home" feeling

with carpets, couches, pillows, plants, and

comfortable chairs.

Safe, comfortable surroundings kept warm

enough in the winter and cool enough in tl

summer and bathrooms that are clean

and convenient.



Opportunities for privacy, for children

to play independently without constant

direct supervision.

Outdoors: Programs should make plenty

of time for outdoor play, and offer:

A clean, safe outdoor play area protected

from traffic and unwanted visitors.

Lots of room for children to be able to

run around, and separate areas for active

games, sports, climbing, and quiet play.

Well-kept outdoor play equipment

enough so no one has to wait too long

for a turn.

If there's not an outdoor play area on-site,

find out where children go for outside

activities, how often they go, and how

they get there.

II

, y

IMMIIMaiikWitillthe Right Time
1 2



WHAT'S ON THE SCHECULE?
The hours before and after school should

not feel structured, like "school." Instead,

the mood should be relaxed, free-flowing,

and full of interesting things to choose

from. Look for a place that offers children

their choice of activities, plenty of time to

play, run around, laugh loud, and:

Physical Activity. Indoor and outdoor

sports and games help kids unleash all the

energy they've stored inside them all day.

Before-school warm-ups help them get

ready for the day.

Mental Activity. Challenging games and

projects give children the opportunity

to learn new things without feeling like

they're still in

Individual Activity. It's important for child-

ren to have quiet time to sit and think, do

homework, read, sketch, or just daydream.
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Social Activity. Children need time to

play with old friends and make new ones,

time to learn social skills, and to find out

about being a leader and a follower.

Is the Schedule Flexible?

Is the daily schedule rigid with start and

stop times for everything, or can children

spend extra time on projects they're inter-

ested in, and move on to something else

if they're bored?

Do children work on special projects?

Can they publish their own newspaper, or

produce a field day, skit, or mini-Olympics?

Can children participate in outside activi-

ties, like scouting, dance lessons, or Little

League? If so, is transportation available?

Are there opportunities to create plays,

pottery, or other "masterpieces" that may

take days or weeks to complete?

HOMEWORK
MOST PROGRAMS EMPHASIZE- FUN,
PHYSICAL ACTIVITY, AND RELAX-
ATION -7 A REAL BREAK FROM THE
SCHOOL DAY. IF YOU WANT YOUR
CHILDREN.TO SPEND THEIR TIME
ON HOMEWORK, LOOK FOR A
PROGRAM THAT OFFERS A QUIET
PLACE TO WORK AND TUTORING
HELP.
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DOES THE PROGRAM
APPEAL TO ALL AGES?

Kindergartners and preteens have very

different interests and needs. Look for a

program that:

'Offers different activities for different age

groups team sport ior older children,

building blocks for younger children.

Provides a range of supplies and materials

a housekeeping corner for little ones,

advanced board games and puzzles for the

I 2-year-olds. Make sure that any dangerous

materials are kept safely out of young

children's reach.

'Gives older children the feeling that they're

not being closely supervised (even though

they are).

15
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TELEVISION

SOME FAMILIES ALLOW THEIR KIDS
A FREE RANGE OF AFTER- SCHOOL
TELEVISION-PROGRAM.S.. OTHERS
WANT THE TV OFF-LIMITS ON
SCHOOLDAYS. MAKE.SURE YOU
KNOW, IN ADVANCE, HO,VV`AFTER-
SCHOOL.CAREGVERZFEEL ABOUT
TV TIME, ANCP-FI-ND., A PROGRAM
THAT FITS;YOURrFAMILY.S PHILO-
SOPI4Y. (ELEtlf1/41TARY'SCHOOL
PRINCIPALS. REcammeNtr. TH. 4T PAR-
ENTS LIMIT"THEIR CHILDREN'S TV
TIME, AND/ THATTFAMILLES SELECT
SOME SHOWS.TO WATCH AND
DISCUSS, TOGETHER.)
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IS THE PROGRAM
SAFE AND HEALTHY?
Your child's safety and health are the most

important considerations in selecting a care

provider. Make sure to ask these questions:

Is the program or provider licensed or

accredited? While school-run programs

may not be subject to state licensing, they

still should meet or exceed licensing

standards for programs run by others,

Is there a careful check-in and check-out

procedure so that children are always

accounted for?

Is there a telephone close by and available

in case of emergencies?

Are all play areas safe? Are hazardous

materials kept locked away? Is the facility

smoke-free?
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Is the staff trained in first aid and CPR?

Is there a first aid kit and a list of emer-

gency numbers nearby? Are all children

coached on what to do in a fire or other

emergency?

Is water available at all times (for drinking,

cooking, cleanup, and projects)?

Are all snacks and meals nutritious? Can

children get a snack when they're hungry,

or do they have to wait until a scheduled

meal? Do meals and snacks include lots of

fruits and vegetables, and are there limits

on "junk" foods and high-fat choices?

Is there enough staff to supervise well and

give enough attention to the children?

Is the space adaptable for children with

physical limitations?

AFTER SCHOOL AWAY FROM SCHOOL

WHEN LOOKING, AE OFF-SIFF CARE
(NOP(ON SCH001 C,RouNDs).

FIND OUT HOW FE-IF CHII LIKEN CFT
THERE. 1.-s [HERE AN ESCORT SERVICE?
A BUS OR VAN? '11 ( m' IJRFN
HAVE To) VVAIK TliF PF Att)Nt?
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WHAT ABOUT THE STAFF?
Your children deserve to be cared for by

people who enjoy, respect, and understand

them. But since it's unlikely that you'll be

able to spend a lot of time interviewing

4y) each staff member, how can you tell? Here

are a few tips:

'Talk to parents of children who attend

and ask:

How do their children feel about the

staff? Do they enjoy them?

Do the children feel that the staff is

patient and fair and fun?

How do they, as parents, feel? Does

the staff make it a point to talk with the

parents on a regular basis? Or do they

hear from the staff only when there's a

problem?
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Ask the director about the staffs back-

ground: What kind of experience do they

have? Child development, social work,

education, recreation, art, psychology?

Have they worked with children before?

Does the program sponsor training for

staff? If so, what subjects are included?

Have all current and potential staff

members undergone a standard

background check (criminal records)?

Is the staff sensitive to racial, ethnic,

religious, and gender differences? Do staff

members appreciate all cultures and

abilities and welcome all children equally?

Ask the director about his/her background

as well. The director sets the tone for the

whole program. He/she should be well-

qualified, sensitive, and experienced.

:
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CAN I SEE THE STAFF
MEMBERS IN ACTION?
The very best way to find out about the

people who may be caring for your children

is to watch them in action. Be sure to visit

the program and observe the staff

Does the staff seem to enjoy being with the

children? Are they having fun, or are they

watching the clock?

How do they handle conflicts between two

or more children? Do they give the kids a

chance to work out problems themselves?

If a child needs discipline, how does the staf

handle it? What if a child seems upset or

angry? Are they calm and comforting?

When a child succeeds, do they offer praisE

and encouragement?



Do they encourage children to try

new activities without pressuring them?

Do the staff members seem to enjoy

working with each other?

Do you think the staff members are

good examples for your children? Do

you like them? Would you like your

children to spend time with them and

learn from them?

The Number Question
While the number of children per adult in

after-school and before-school programs

varies, smaller groups and more staff often

indicate a better quality program.

The National Association of Elementary

School Principals recommends that there

should be no more than 12 children per

staff member enough staff so the prc-

gram can offer a variety of activities and

children can get help when they need it.
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WHAT ARE MY
RESPONSIBILITIES?

Before the first day at the program, talk

with the director or staff about your

children's likes and dislikes, strengths and

weaknesses, health or dietary needs, or any

special circumstances. Keep the lines of

communication open. Try to talk to a staff

member at least once a week. Bring up

any questions or concerns and ask about

the new things your children are learning

and doing. Pass the staffs compliments on

to your children, and add lots of your own.

Beyond that, here are some "rules" for

making sure you have a great relationship

with your children's care providers:

Pick up your children on time. It's unfair

to your children and the staff wh.ri you

cause them to wait around after hours.

Set aside time for dealing with problems.

23
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Avoid the end of the day. If possible,

schedule an appointment or phone confer-

ence to talk with staff or director.

',Stay involved. Make t me to attend parent

meetings, family/staff get-togethers or

performances by the children. Offer to

serve on an advisory board or to donate

supplies or your time.

In the right program, children will be spend-

ing their hours and days outside of school

happy, involved, and secure. And you, as a

family, will come out far, far ahead.

WHEN Do I STOP CARE?
While many people think that I 2- or 13-

year -olds are capable of being home alone

before and after school, there's really no

magic age. Think seriously about the safety

of your neighborhood, the distance

between the school and your home, and

your child's personality and maturity. If

you have even the slightest doubt that your

child would be safe and responsible,

trust your instincts and either continue with

before- and after-school care or find anoth-

er safe haven, such as a neighborhood

youth center or parks and recreation

department program.

2e.;
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