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Overview

Use the experiences of parents of children 
with special needs as an example of the 
complexity of child care decision-making for 
populations of interest
Relate two vignettes from focus groups to 
bring these challenges to life.
Sh f “l l d” b hShare a few “lessons learned” about the 
challenges for researchers in studying these 
issues in relation to parents of ELL childrenissues in relation to parents of ELL children.



Special Needs

Child care and work challenges of 
parents of children with special needsp p

Analysis of national data from the NSAF
Case study in Maine

Parent focus groups/interviews (n=41), service 
provider interviews (n=60)
Survey of parents of children with diagnosedSurvey of parents of children with diagnosed 
special needs (N=441)
Survey of licensed child care providers (N=189)



Broad themes

Cascading issues:
Challenges accessing child care
Child care instability/concerns about quality
Lack of coordination of child care with IDEA Early 
I t ti /P h l S i l Ed tiIntervention/Preschool Special Education
Lack of workplace flexibility 
Range of work problems lower rates of laborRange of work problems, lower rates of labor 
force participation, more job instability, more 
financial insecurity



Child Care and Work Challenges for Parents of 
Children with Special Needs

TANF
TANF work requirements: 

 f i  d 

Child Care
Access to child care and 
issues of quality care for system of exemptions and 

sanctions

Impact on Family & Child

issues of quality care for 
special needs child

p y
Receipt of/satisfaction with 

child care services
Employment/economic 

well-being

Work
Balancing work and care of 

special needs child
Workplace policies

Early Intervention Services
Access to early intervention 

services and coordination with Workplace policies
Work problems

Work disruptions
child care



Challenges for Researchers 
and Policymakers:

Term “decision-making” implies that 
parents have a choice! Constraints onparents have a choice! Constraints on 
choice may be greater for some 
populations of interest.populations of interest.
Discomfort, stigma, cultural, access 
issues may make parents reluctant toissues may make parents reluctant to 
express concerns.



Challenges:

The “Devil’s in the Details!” Cross 
systems issues can cause significantsystems issues can cause significant 
problems for parents and create 
challenges for researchers andchallenges for researchers and 
policymakers. 
Need to take into account wide diversityNeed to take into account wide diversity 
within populations of interest so  
important distinctions aren’t lostimportant distinctions aren t lost.



Special Needs: Reported Child p p
Care Problems (N=441 All types of S.N.)

Percent
Lack of provider support/knowledge 30.2Lack of provider support/knowledge 30.2
Lack of inclusion in activities 22.5
Lack of safety 22.1
Expulsion 18 9Expulsion 18.9
Lack of physical accessibility 16.7
Wouldn’t administer medications 13.7
Frequent calls to parent at work 11.4



Parents of Children with Behavioral Problems Much More 
Likely to Report Child Care Problems (n=441)
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ELL Study: Cautionary Tales

Because of constraints on choice, 
recruitment and grouping of parents forrecruitment and grouping of parents for 
focus groups can be a challenge.

Watch out for tendency to automatically 
attribute child care use/decisions toattribute child care use/decisions to 
cultural factors.



Cautionary Tales Cont.

Avoid “opinion” questions and instead 
let these come out naturally in a y
narrative. 

Community leaders of the populations 
you’re studying can help you develop 
questions to get at more subtle factors 
influencing parental decision-making. 



Final Thoughts:

Importance of a diverse advisory committee
P i f th iPreview of the issues
Credibility/trust 
Mechanism for staying abreast of changes
Disseminating Findings
Sparks collaborative efforts 

Employ mixed methods and do qualitative researchEmploy mixed methods and do qualitative research 
with parents first! 
Include parents who work and those who don’t.



“Can you explain for me this child care 
system? I don’t understand it...”system? I don t understand it...

…Cambodian refugee parent in Portland
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URL: Special Needs Study  
http://muskie.usm.maine.edu/specialneeds
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URL: ELL StudyURL: ELL Study 

http://muskie.usm.maine.edu/newamericans

Study funded by the Office of Planning, Research and Evaluation, Administration for 
Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.



References:
Brandon, P. (2000). Child care utilization among working mothers raising children with disabilities.  Journal of Family and Economic Issues, 21 
(4), 434-364.
Brennan, E. M., Bradley, J. R., Ama, S. M., & Cawood, N.  (2003).  Setting the pace:  model inclusive child care centers serving families of 
children with emotional or behavioral challenges.  Research and Training Center on Family Support and Children’s Mental Health.
Brennan, E.M. & Rosenzweig, J.M. (2007). Access to child care for children with emotional or behavioral challenges:  an essential element of 
family support.  Presented at State Child Care Administrators’ Management Institute and Child Care Policy Research Consortium Meeting:  The 
Intersection of Research, Policy and Practice. August 1, 2007 Washington, DC.
Dan inge et al (1999) Ba ie s to the emplo ment of elfa e ecipients Instit te fo Resea ch on Po e t Disc ssion Pape No 1193 99Danzinger, et al. (1999).  Barriers to the employment of welfare recipients.  Institute for Research on Poverty, Discussion Paper,  No.1193-99.
DeVore, S., & Bowers, B.  (2006).  Childcare for children with disabilities:  families search for specialized care and cooperative childcare 
partnerships.  Infants and Young Children:  An Interdisciplinary Journal of Special Care, 19 (3), 203-212.
Earle, A. & Heymann, S. J.  (2002).  What causes job loss among former welfare recipients:  the role of family health problems. Journal of the 
American Medial Women’s Association, 57 (1), 5-10.
Gilliam, W. S., & Shahar, G.  (2006).  Preschool and child care expulsion and suspension rates and predictors in one state.  Infants & Young 
Children, 19 (3) 328-245.
Heymann, S.J. & Earle, A.  (1999).  The impact of welfare reform on parent’s ability to care for their children’s health.  American Journal of 
P bli H lth 89 (4) 502 505Public Health, 89 (4), 502-505.
Meyers, M., Brady, H., & Seto, E.  (2000).  Expensive children in poor families:  the intersection of childhood disabilities and welfare.  Public 
Policy Institute of California.  www.ppic.org/publications/reports.html#poverty
Meyers, M., Lukemeyer, A., & Smeeding, T. M.  (1996).  Work, welfare, and the burden of disability: caring for special needs of children in 
poor families.  Syracuse, NY: Center for Policy Research, Maxwell School of Citizenship and Public Affairs, Syracuse University.
Mezey, J., Beh Neas, K, & Irish, K.  (2003).  Coming together for children with disabilities:  state Collaboration to Support Quality, Inclusive 
Child Care.  Center for Law and Social Policy.
Ohlson, C.  (1998).  Welfare reform:  implications for young children with disabilities, their families, and service providers. Journal of Early 
I t ti 21 (3) 191 206Intervention, 21 (3) 191-206.
Rosenzweig, J. M., Brennan, E. M., Huffstutter, K., & Bradley, J., R.  (2008).  Child care and employed parents of children with emotional or 
behavioral disorders.  Journal of Emotional and Behavioral Disorders, 16 (2), 78-89.
Ward, H., Morris, L., Oldham, E., Atkins, J., & Herrick, A.  (2006).  Child care and children with special needs:  challenges for low income 
families, final report. Portland, ME:  Edmund S. Muskie School of Public Service. www.muskie.usm.miane.edu/specialneeds


