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Day-care growth keeps pace with two-income families

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1

Since 1987, the number of day-care
slots available for Montana children
has nearly doubled, growing from
9,389 to 18,056 by 1992.

According the Montana Department
of Family Services, the Flathead Val-
ley has seen comparable growth.

The number of registered day-care
family homes serving 3-6 children
grew from 28 in 1991 to 57 in 1993; reg-
istered group homes serving up to 12
children grew from 48 in 1991 to 54 in
1993, and the number of licensed day-
care centers serving more than 13
children grew from seven to 10 over
the same period.

Much of the growth in demand for
local day-care services can be directly
attributed to the increasing number of
families in the Flathead with two
working parents, Christofferson said.

More and more local churches are
providing child care for congregation
members, at least after school. They,
like other large-scale day-care centers,
are subsidized to some degree,
Christofferson said.

But the true entrepreneurial spirit
of the day-care industry is reflected
in women who start smaller, family
or group day homes, Christofferson
said.

Dawn Nix and Debbie Birks, owners
of Downtown Day Care in Kalispell,
have made careers of child care.

Birks started day care as a moth-
er, while Nix got into the business
as a teacher in pre-school and
Montessori programs. They eventu-
ally met at a large day-care center in
Kalispel

anrated with the troubles that

come with running a center setvmgns
many as 100 children, Nix
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her own group day-care home. Birks

later joined her in Downtown Day
Care.

Both were followed by several of the
parents whose children they cared for.

“Very few day cares start (quickly),
because it takes a while to develop a
reputauon and some trust with par-
ents,” Nix said.

Both Nix and Birks say the goal of
profits and the responsibilities of
child care are an unnatural mix. They
must walk a fine line, charging an
affordable rate while paying them-
selves a decent wage and meeting the
overhead costs of quality day-care
service.

Birks and Nix work under the same
conditions that most day-care
providers must live with, according to
Christofferson. They can’t afford
health insurance or retirement plans,
and their salaries are minimal.

But they take control of their work-
ing conditions however they can.
They incorporated in order to protect
their personal assets, for tax reasons
and to waive workers compensation
costs, since they are the company’s
board of directors.

They recently decided to alternate
three-day weekends to give each other
some substantial time off.

“We expect to be treated well. We

expect respect, because we are not just
baby-sitters,” Birks said.

“We believe in the service we pro-
vide to society,” Nix ad

The two interview parents exten-
sively before agreeing to take their
children, in order to “find out what
they expect from us and let them
know what we expect from them,” Nix
said.

They ask what kind of special care
the parent is looking for, and they con-

firm parents’ ability to pay for child
care “just like they would pay their
cable bill.”

They require parents to sign con-
tracts that oblige them to pay a full-
time monthly rate, whether they use
day care for 15 days or 20 days a
month. This assures a reliable cash
flow to pay expenses, plan for staffing
needs and budget for the future.

Nix and Birks believe society needs
to recognize the importance of treat-
ing child-care providers well.

“If you don't have a provider with a
good attitude, then who do you have
with your kids?” Nix asks.

Christofferson noted that Montana
is ranked 49th in the country in dol-
lars dedicated toward day-care pro-
grams and day-care regulation.

The Department of Family Services
has enough staff to inspect a random
20 percent of the registered day-care
homes in the state each year, and day-
care centers are visited only once a
year, she said.

“My concern is that a lot of facilities
are out of compliance (with state
rules), and it’s simply because we
don’t contribute enough funds to qual-
ity child care,” she said.

Christofferson said the United
States is the only industrialized coun-
try in the world where most business-
es do not offer day care as a benefit to
employees.

And then there is the societal atti-
tude toward day-care providers. As
one national columnist put it, “We
want care givers, not care sellers.”

“A decade ago, one of the biggest
issues facing providers was getting
the parents to pay them,” Christof-
ferson said. “They saw themselves
as provlders and not businesswom-

an day-care providers have
become far more professional, view-
ing their service like any other prod-
uct in a market economy.
“They’ve come a long way,”
Christofferson said.
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Local child-care
providers say their
industry gets little
respect in terms of
working conditions
and societal recogni-
tion.

Government, par-
ticularly Montana
government, has
lagged in idi

closed for one day, the
ramifications would

be tremendous.’

ers

support for an indus-
try that society
depends on, they say,
and the pnvate sector

ails to recognize the importance

of qual!ty child care.

Susan Chri:

— Nurturing Center, a
child-care informa-
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If all the child-care | tion and referral ser
facilities in the state Christofferson

said the public and
private sectors would
be crippled if day-
care centers were to
close, because moth-
and
everywhere would
have to stay home.
Day-care
downs have in fact

fathers

shut-

taken place in Seattle

and Spokane.
“Collect)ve

it’s a huge market,

“If all the child-care facilities in the
state closed for one day, the ramifica-
tions would be tremendous,” said
Susan Christofferson, director of the

we think it’s going to get bigger,”
Christofferson said, referring to the

demand for day care.
See DAYCARE on Page S
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Rock and r“pll

Volunteer Eve McGhee, 68, rocks twins Isaih and Zachery Holter at The Nurtunyin a program that, " ng other things, allows young mothers
to return to high school. Marlyn James, program administrator, says that 15 bai:are now being cared for. Sixty people age 18-80 have vol-

unteered to spend 2-hour shifts each week rocking, feeding and changing the bibies, giving them ine-on-one care. As many as three volun-

teers at a time help James and her three staff members care for the babies age Gweeks to 3 years dd. (Inter Lake photo by Karen Nichols.)




Unique program for teen parents

ALISPELL (AP) — Teen-age par-

ents will be able to get instruction

and experience in raising their

children while continuing their

own education under a new proj-
ect being launched this fall at Flathead High
School.

“To the best of my knowledge, there is no
other program like this,”” said Susan Christof-
ferson of The Nurturing Center. ... This proj-
ect is going to impact this society so much,”

In a partnership with the home economics
department at Flathead High School, The
Nurturing Center is opening The Nurtury —a
day-care and educational center for teen par-
ents and their children, families involved with
Child Protective Services and other special-
needs children.

Teen-age parents participating in the pro:
gram will take a one-period class that focuses
on the unique circumstances of teen parents
The class instructs young parents on coping
with new responsibilities, parenting and chid
development, and financial and work skills jo
help them live independently.

““Society is going to have to support these
students if they don’t learn to do it for them-
selves,” explained teacher Betty Thompson,
who is coordinating the school project.

Meanwhile, the teens’ children will be
cared for at The Nurtury. And another hpur
of the students’ day will be spent in the “lab”
at The Nurtury, where the young parents
practice parenting skills. Students receive a
half-credit for their time at the center.

The program is designed for girls like
Monica Reum. Last spring, at age 1€, Reum
gave birth to Cory. Sheis committed to her
son but knows she need; to keep going to
school: ““It’s hard to gel throughlife not
going through school.”

‘When Reum returns te school tjis fall,
she’ll know that Cory is n good kands at The
Nurtury.

The Nurttiry is licensed to carefor 24 chil-
dren, Christofferson said. They wil probably
be 6 weeks to 3 years old. After tht, the chil-
dren can enter Head Star:.

She estimates it will cost about 25 a day to
take care of each child. Students rust pay for

child care at The Nurtir: , altho

ships are available forth}z,)se wh«;l%::’ihdar
Payments for state-nferred clients should

mﬂke the program selfsupporting, she said.

’ 1 believe strongly ir this partnership. Tﬁe
city of Kalispell and Flithead County have to
be invested in the futur: of families,” she
said, noting that the go'ernments c.':m levy 1
mill for child support ifthey wish,

“‘How much morey ae we going to sa
c I ve

our city by having healtiy, happy, productive
workers in another 20 yars?” she said.
“Kids at risk need an exra boost,”

Christoffersor doesn’t »xpect much
controversy ovd operatiig a day-
that caters to tten parensg, el

“We didn’t ceate the med. We're just re-
sponding to it.Wev have toseparate oirselves
from making he judgmen whether it’s right
or wrong to hive a child,” he said,

“Atsi? motler and father arent a child, so
must the conmunity parentfamili "\
been isolatecfor too long.” S
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