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Wm?urm the Beginning

Imagine a baby who has formed an attachment early in
life. Think of all the things her family knows about her.
Consider the feelings that she has in the presence of those
who love her. Visualize her, secure-—or maybe not so
secure—in the knowledge that special people can be
counred pn as she moves away from them and back again,
exploring the world. And now she has arrived at the child-
care center, ;

‘Ina program rhat has a policy of primary caregiving,
her primary caregiver and perhaps another caregiver, too,
have already met her and other fam ly members during a
home visit. Although the caregivers were not necessarily
entirely comfortable—on the family’s turf and not their
owh-—théy made an important first step in getting to know
this baby and in her getting to know them just a little in
the famil ar context of her home. Now thar the baby and
het family have arrived at the center, the primary caregiver
spends some time with them, learning the baby’s signals
and preferences from rhe people who know them best.

The primary caregiver was chosen with several consid-
erations i1 mind: !

* Children who were a caregiver’s primary respansibility
last year remain so this year unless they have moved
on to another room or another orogram. This means
that new primary children will mesh with the conrin-
uing group. In QQQBES@ new assignments, the care-
giving team will think about the ages of the children

in each group; it may be hatd ro give adequate care to
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mcre than one tiny infant, bur rwo same-age roddlers
sharing a primary caregiver may develop an enduring
friendship. They will also consider the, temperaments
and interests of the other children under each care-
giver's care. Children in primary care together are 2
bir like siblings and develop close bonds to one
another. Older children [ook cur for the younger, who
watch the alder childran intently,

The caregiving team tries to pair uﬁm_umm_m with the care-
givers who are most likely to be at the center at the
sammie time. The child who will arrive first and be
picked up early, for example, is a good march for the
carcgiver who opens in the morning. A child who
does not come on Thursdays is a good fit for the care-
giver who leaves early to rake classes on thar day.
Caregivers take cultural considerations into account.
A child who speaks Spanish at home deserves to be
with someone in the center who speaks her language.
Imagine what it must be like for a child who is just
learning to use language to find that the powerful
conununicarion toal she is acquiring does not work
outside of home. -

Finally, some people just click with each other.
When a family comes to visit a school, the child’s
reacrion to a caregiver or a caregiver’s reaction to
that child may clinch the matrer. After primary care-
givers are assigned, it’s unusual to switch around, but
sometimes a child makes known thar another person
has hecome a favorire, and the caregivers accomino-
date that preference.
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, !
you know when you're E?lewﬁ ctf. 1t is gratifying vo'
teel effective. b S !
The intensity of a cloje Hm__uﬁo:mr.ﬁ with a baby also

can make a caregiver mmm___nmo?aﬁm}w This is a natural feel-
ing but one to address, bécause:the primary caregiving rela-
tionship gannot be exclusive. I fact, the primary |
caregiver’s job is to help “he child form relationships over
time with other childrenand adules, !

_ , ,
Primary Caregiving in a Communiity
Context S

Realistically, no caregiver can be at the center 4t all
times thag a baby is present. ,.‘.Mm_‘m L:.o breaks, sick days,
vacations, and other absences M_T&. in full-time day care,
times at the beginning and end of the day when not every
staff member or child is present. Thie child who is early to
arrive in the morning and late to leave in the evening 'will
have to spend some time without her primary caregiver.
All children must mnnmmg_nmam from others, perhaps a sec-
ondary caregiver, when their primary caregivers are
unavailable. Programs need to schedule staff with this idea
in mird, 50 caregivers” hours are timed such that all the
people a child knows'wor’t be absent at the same time.

If one thinks of the plimary caregiving relationship as
parallel to a parent—chilc relationship, a student intern or
reacher—director is a meriber of the extended family. As
Nancy Balaban says, they are like Aunt Sophie: beloved,
but not there all the timé, she is not quite as knowledge-
able or connecred as the primary caregiver but trustworthy
nonetheless. ,

Incorporating these “Aunt Sophies” into children’s
lives is important but can be challenging. The caregiver
who comes to a student intern and baby at play and swoops
the baby away may not be thinking about that baby's expe-
rience of the play or the adult’s feelings of competence and
belonging. The caregiver may instead be concentrating on
what she :wants ro accomplish, or she may be acting on her
own need for a cuddle. Instead of vying with each other for
children’s affection or criticizing each other for their m,wm_\
ings about children, the caregiving team should honestly
examine some of the reactions that very young children
evoke. A team that works well together is both comfort-
able enough with each other to talk about difficult issues
and comfortable enough with themselves to trust and for-
give themselves and their colleagues.

The Caregiving Team

Caregivers who work well together are likely to share
common, though not idéntical, philosophy and practices.
They probably have similar styles of communication and
beliefs about how important it is to be attentive and
responsive to children. For example, if one caregiver always
lets her primaries know 7 few minutes beforehand when
she will come back to change their diapers, another care-
giver, changing a child’s diaper in her place, would simi-

larly give children the advance notice to which they are
accustomed. Consistent nm_Tm?;:m styles don't take the
place of primary caregiving, though; consistency creates a
context within which primary caregiving can work well.

The caregivers’ good relationships with one another
enable them to communicate effectively about children
and abour who will do what, with whom, and when. They
can decide quickly who will go cutside with which group
of children, who will sit with the children who are eating,
and who will put other children to sleep. They can be
flexible about filling in for each other, telling the child
that because the primary caregiver is not available, "l will
do this for you instead.” There is a sense of working
together, cooperation and communication, and everyone
pitching in.

Setring up a system of primary caregiving establishes an
environment in which meaningful and lasting relarianships
can develop between caregivers and children as well as
between caregivers and families. These relationships rest
on satisfying relationships within the caregiving team,
whith calls to mind the principle of continuity of care.

Continuity of care means that children and caregiver
remain together for more than 1 year, often for the first 3
vears of the child’s life. 1t can take different forms. Chil-
dren and caregivers can remain rogether in the same rooin
in a mixed-age group in which children who enter as
infancs gradually become the big kids. Alternarively, chil-
dren and caregivers can move together from room to room
at the start of each year. Mayhe one caregiver moves wich a
group of children. Even moving a cluster of children to the
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