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Child Care — A Work of Love by CarlaAnglehart

"Work is love made visible" - the wise words of Kahlil
Gibran. Now I’'mnot sure when that notion came to
Gibran, but my guess would be that he was standing in a
room filled with color, artwork, toys and games, with a

warm place for naps and a clean place for snacks —where

the joy and wonder of children filled the room—where
perhaps he observed a caregiver bending down with open
arms to soothe a tearful toddler —while another led a
group of childrenin song ... And Gibran saw the love as
every detail of the day unfolded. Yes, 'msure that’s it. He
was standing in a child care setting and he saw that work
was love made visible.

In her book , Simple Abundance, Sarah Ban Breathnach
said, "You spend so much of your time (a finite resource)
working, the work you choose deserves profound
contemplation.” She quotes Studs Terkel as saying, "daily
meaning is as important as daily bread".

For many of you who have chosen the field of child care,
your work represents a "calling” —where the focus is not
merely eaming a living, (which is a valid choice for some),
but a calling where large financial rewards and status are

exchanged for passion and meaning.

Hmmm, exchange large financial rewards and status for
passion and meaning. ... let’s talk about those things. First,

the financial piece - There’s no question that the important

work you do as early childhood educators, caregivers and
administrators is not reflected in the remuneration you
receive. Infact, it seems evident to me that our societal
values are terribly askew when the annual income of one
professional athlete is greater than the combined annual
salaries of all of the staff and administration of one child
care centre. And the work you do is so critical and has
such a lasting effect.

Next, the status issue: As a group you face the challenge
of gaining recognition as a profession. Part of that may
stem from the fact that much of the work you do —is the
work that has for generations been done by women
(mothers in their own homes) , and their work has been
done gratis and largely unsung. Your carmpaign for
professional recognition is not unlike the challenge
nurses, teachers and social workers faced in the not-so-

distant past. They too were women dominated professions

in the business of caring for and supporting others’
growth.

Recognition is a wonderful thing. Sadly, | know that you
(child care providers) do not receive the recognition you

deserve. Not often enough do you hear the words that say

"you're important”, you're significant”, or

"you play an important role and make significant
contributions to society". And that’s tragic — because
you are significant and important — individually and
collectively.

When | picked up my son a while back — fresh from my
research, and my heightened awareness that
caregivers are sorely "under-recognized”, | said to his
child care provider, "Thank you — | am not worthy —your
eminencel!"

And though | may sound flippant — | am dead serious. |
amin awe of the work you do. | could no sooner care
for six toddlers at one time than fly a hang glider to the
moon. I've looked at the work you do:

Before the children walk in the door, you have carefully
thought out and planned a day full of activities —
delicately striking a balance between structured and
free time; making sure to select or create activities that
are age appropriate, adaptable to your setting and
resources and the special needs of the group; working
toward development in social, emotional, mental and
physical realms (and even that is broken down into
gross and fine motor skills).

When they arrive, you greet each child warmly and treat
them like the important, unique individuals they are.

You model communication skills and manners —
creating a safe environment for them to learn and grow.
You teach them right from left and right from wrong.

You make leaming FUN. You ensure effective timing for
nutritional food breaks and much needed rest periods or
quiet time. You encourage creativity and work on
enhancing their self-esteem—the key and foundation to
each person’s future success.

Oh, and | mustn’t forget a key part of your day: Dealing
with Mom and Dad!! ’'msure it's one of your primary
sources of joy! Now, I'm going be gentle here because |
amone of those parents! | know | would never arrive
without the proper outdoor wear on a winters day —
especially after you reminded me twice and put it ina
friendly written reminder! And | would sinply never
forget to send the bathing suits, skates or other items
required for the special outing. | wouldn’t even mention
it or fuss if my child came home with play dough or
paint on her clothes after | forgot to send the smock you
recommended. And | would simply never put up
roadblocks to prevent my child from participating in
activities geared to learning, development and pleasure.
And you just know | would never be late with my fees!!
Like many others, | ama perfect parent.



Seriously, we are an odd lot — parents. We want the best
possible care for our children and we don't —all at the
same time! You seg, if | am unfortunate enough to find
poor child care, (thankfully I've never been there), then |
amriddled with guilt for putting my children through that. It
reinforces the doubt/fears | had before returning to work;
and validates some peoples belief that children should
only be in the care of their mother or father. On the other
hand, if | find fabulous child care, (which | have) and
observe my children flourishing, | may feel | am easily
replaced. 'm expendable. So, ... | look for holes —
vigilantly watch for signs of weakness.

Recently Ellen Galinsky wrote a book entitled " Ask the
Childrer'. In it she does a report card on the impact of
working parents on their children. Many benefits were
evident: enhanced opportunities for social, intellectual and
emptional development and growth, - not to mention that
fulfilled parents (those who really enjoyed their work
outside of the home) were happier and that happiness
was carried over into their parenting.

Galinsky asked the parents their read on the situation —
was it negatively impacting the children that both parents
were working outside the home? —and how were paid
child care providers measuring up?

| told you some parents look for holes —and feel guiilty.
They were tough markers. They gave passing grades but
weren't heavy into giving accolades.

Then Galinsky asked the children —those directly affected
by the parents working outside the home. Not surprisingly
perhaps, the children were more generous! They saw all
kinds of benefits —and liked the situation — many
preferring it to traditional arrangements.

But you know, those results wouldn't be so positive if the
child care providers weren’t doing such an awesome job.
To some, at a glance, your work might seem straight
forward. They may not realize the knowledge and skills
required to effectively complete the requirements of this
demanding profession. Let’s look at your knowledge base
—you need a well-developed understanding of child-
development principles, learning theory, cultural issues,
inclusive care for special needs children. You need a huge
number of transferable skills - practical skills and
strategies: you need communication skills, organizational
skills, planning and decision-making ahilities. You need
supervisory skills, and the ability to create, innovate,
design and implement. You need flexibility, change
resilience, team work skills and conflict resolution abilities.
Personal skills include: integrity, caring, compassion,
understanding, a sense of humour. You are a skilled
group of professionals.

And the research shows that the more skilled the
caregivers, the better quality the care. Stands to
reason. Research also shows you're a well -educated
lot! Many centre-based care givers have more
educational credentials than required — often at levels
above the average levels in the general labour force.

And you know what else is amazing about you folks?
Armed with all those very marketable skills you go to
work each day, and throw yourselves into your work
even though the large financial rewards and the
recognition are lacking.

Why? | asked some of you. | heard a lot of meaning and
passion. Here’s what you said.

"Joy —to see the look on the children’s faces when they
achieve something —and to know that you helped them
get to that point.”

"Pleasure — being important to the children — having
them come to you. Watching them smile when you're
silly —watching them learn and grow. Knowing you're
making a difference.”

"l love these children. | watch them grow— | help them
grow."

"The first five years of life are so important and shape
our future. We have precious few days to help
wonderful new people get their start."

"It's a blessing for me to work in the children’s centre.
It's the most natural thing | know. Smiles and laughter
from the babies and my colleagues bring me joy — | feel
at home doing what | do". | only wish others could gain
an appreciation for what we do."

Next, | went to the parents —and asked themwhat they
thought about the work you do:

"| rave and brag about the centre my children are in all
the time. The workers are so caring. | have conplete
trust in the women working there".

"We're the parents of a child with some special needs.
The staff is wonderful —they made special
arrangements for him and he’s doing so well there.
They're so great with him."

"l think it’s an extremely hard and demanding job they
do. They provide the children an education that
prepares themwell for school —and that is a bonus for
society. The children grow intellectually and learn social
skills in the larger groups that they wouldn't learn at
home. Within 3 months | saw an improvement in my



"My children’s caregivers are like a Godsend. It makes me

feel wonderful when my children hug me goodbye and run
off to play. | know they’re happy there and they are getting
the best care.”

"When | moved to NS a few years back | was 6 months
into a high risk pregnancy and on bed rest. My sister
made the child care arrangements for my 4 year old
before | arrived. So the day | sent my daughter off to day
care with her Aunt, she was headed to a new place with
new people that we had never met. I'm not sure who was
more afraid, my little angel or me. Well, she arrived home
that evening with a smile on her face and stories to tell.
We're going swimming tomorrow and to the library on
Friday, Mom! In her bag was a lovely message fromthe
staff telling me about her day and upcoming events.
When, sometime later | finally met the staff at the end of
the notes — | felt like | was part of their big family. They
have never been less than wonderful. | am so grateful.
They are precious people.”

Do you know the ripple effect of what you do? More than

65% of Canadian women with young children work outside

of the home. And 55% of them utilize paid childcare while
they pursue their careers or tend to the reality of
supporting/affording what's most important — their
children. So that means about 1.4 million children are
accessing paid childcare services.

So, think of the ripple effect. The work that you dois
essertial. Your work — your calling- enables parents to
pursue their work —their calling. And then they can make
their contribution to society.

Consider this:

Yesterday Mrs. X dropped her toddler off at a child care
facility and her daughter at the before and after school
program. She kissed them good-bye, confident that they
were in good hands. Then her focus turned to work. Inthe
course of the day she counseled two clients individually,
helping one prepare a resume so he can obtain work to
support his family following his lay off. In the afternoon
she delivered a training session, helping workers
understand more about themselves and each other and

how to effectively communicate with one another. So, Mrs.

Xwas able to directly affect 32 people in a positive way
because she had good, reliable childcare. And directly,
well, it's hard to measure.

But that’s just Mrs. X.. What about the Information

sons language skills."

The teacher who made a difference to ateen —said the
right words —and convinced him or her not to drop out
of school? The early childhood educator who taught a
group of children the value of honesty and the meaning
of love.

Qur greatest work is sharing our personal gifts and
strengths with the world. My friends, the work you do —
your work of love - is a gift. A gift that enables others to
share their gifts and strengths with the world. Never
underestimate the value of what you do. A wise friend
of mine recently said "we have an infinite capacity to
love". Keep on loving those children. Love is the most
powerful positive emotion in existence - and it will come
back to you.

| keep a poster on my wall by Ralph Waldo Emerson —
"To laugh often and much, to earn the respect of
intelligent people and the affection of children, to eam
the appreciation of honest critics and endure betrayal of
false friends, to appreciate beauty, to find the best in
others, to leave the world a bit better, whether by a
healthy child, a garden patch or a redeemed social
condition; to know even one life has breathed easier
because you have lived. This is to have succeeded.”

You are a success. And | thank you — on behalf of the
parents and the children whose lives you make better
through your work of love.

Carla Anglehart is a career consultantt , a partner in
Career Slrategies Training Group ( located in Halifax
NS) and a Morm who dgpends ypon child care.
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