
. 

 

 

 

 

 

FAMILIES CHOOSING CHILD CARE: WHATôS THE STORY? 

 

 
 

Elizabeth Simpson 

 

 
 
 

A dissertation submitted to Charles Sturt University for the degree of 

 

Bachelor of Education (Early Childhood) (Honours) 

 

 
 
 
 

School of Teacher Education 

Faculty of Education 

December 2007 



. 

This research was conducted with the approval of the Charles Sturt 

University Ethics in Human Research Committee (protocol number 

2006/292).



. 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 
 

I would like to start by thanking my participants for giving up their time to 

take part in this study. Without them this project would not have been 

possible. I would also like to thank all the early childhood services who 

assisted me in recruiting participants. 

 

A big thankyou my supervisors, Dr. Pauline Jones, for her assistance 

and support in getting my project started as well as Dr. Will Letts for all 

his support and assistance over the past two years. I would also like to 

thank all the staff in the School of Teacher Education on both the Dubbo 

and Bathurst campuses who have provided me with support throughout 

the honours program. 

I wish to thank my dear friends Tracey and Amy for all the laughs and 

tears we have shared over the past two years. Without their friendship I 

would not have been able to complete this project. Lastly, I would also 

like to thank my parents for their patients, love and support over the two 

years of my honours program. 

 



. 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 
 
Abstract ................................................................................................. i 
Introduction .......................................................................................... 1 
Literature Review ................................................................................. 4 

Effects of early childhood education and care .................................. 5 
óQualityô early childhood care and education .................................... 7 
Issues of access and affordability ................................................... 13 
Work hours and family life .............................................................. 16 
Understanding parental choice and experiences of child care ........ 18 

Methods and Methodology ................................................................. 22 
Rationale for adopting qualitative methods ..................................... 22 
Theoretical framework .................................................................... 23 

The Individual .............................................................................. 25 
Microsystem ................................................................................ 26 
Mesosystem ................................................................................ 26 
Exosystem................................................................................... 26 
Macrosystem ............................................................................... 26 
Chronosystem ............................................................................. 27 

Participants ..................................................................................... 28 
Data Collection ............................................................................... 30 
Setting ............................................................................................ 31 

Centre Based Care ..................................................................... 32 
Family Day Care ......................................................................... 32 
Occasional Care .......................................................................... 32 

Who am I as the researcher?.......................................................... 33 
Data analysis and interpretation ..................................................... 34 
Ethical Considerations .................................................................... 37 
Validity ............................................................................................ 39 

The Stories ......................................................................................... 41 
Janeôs Story .................................................................................... 41 
Miaôs Story ...................................................................................... 45 
Graceôs Story .................................................................................. 48 
Lillyôs Story ..................................................................................... 52 
Charlotteôs Story ............................................................................. 55 
Written Parent Information .............................................................. 58 

Winter-Side (Jane) ...................................................................... 58 
Summer-Grove (Mia) .................................................................. 61 
Occasional Care (Lilly) ................................................................ 62 
Autumn-Park (Grace and Charlotte) ............................................ 64 

Discussion .......................................................................................... 68 
The Child ........................................................................................ 69 
Microsystem.................................................................................... 71 

The Family .................................................................................. 71 
The Service ................................................................................. 73 

Mesosystem.................................................................................... 80 
Written Communication ............................................................... 81 
Perceptions of the early childhood service .................................. 81 



. 

Exosystem ...................................................................................... 82 
Work place .................................................................................. 82 
Government /regulatory bodies ................................................... 84 
Community .................................................................................. 85 

Macrosystem .................................................................................. 86 
Perceptions/attitudes towards childhood and parenting .............. 86 

Chronosystem................................................................................. 88 
Conclusion ......................................................................................... 90 

Implications ..................................................................................... 94 
References ......................................................................................... 97 
Appendix .......................................................................................... 110 

Appendix 1: Information Flyer ....................................................... 111 
Appendix 2: Interview Schedule.................................................... 112 
Appendix 3: Examples of emails from participants ....................... 114 

Email from Jane ........................................................................ 114 
Email from Grace ...................................................................... 114 
Email from Mia .......................................................................... 114 

Appendix 4: List of Counselling services ...................................... 115 
Appendix 5: Information sheet ...................................................... 116 
Appendix 6: Certificate of informed consent ................................. 117 
Appendix 7: Ethics approval letter ................................................ 118 

 

 

 

 

 

LIST OF FIGURES 

 

Figure 1: Ecological model of human 

developmenté...................................23 

Figure 2: Locating the 

themeséééééééééééééééééé.64 

 



 

 i 

ABSTRACT 

 
 
This study uses the narratives of five mothers to explore the experiences 

of parents seeking child care for a child less than two years of age. 

These five stories provide an in depth, context specific snapshot of the 

complexity of this decision and the range of processes families go 

through.  

 

Data was collected through semi-structured interviews, and information 

booklets provided to parents by child care services were collected as a 

secondary source of data. The data was analysed inductively, drawing 

on the principles of grounded theory as suggested by Punch (1998) and 

Burns (2000). Through out the analysis it became evident that 

Bronfenbrennerôs ecological model of human development would provide 

a useful framework for exploring and discussing the data. 

 

This study highlights the individual nature of decisions around child care 

and the uniqueness of families. The experience of looking for child care 

for the parents in this study was influenced by a range of factors related 

to their individual child, their family, the childrenôs services they were 

considering, the written information they were provided with, their own 

perceptions of early childhood services, their work place, regulatory 

bodies and government policy, the community they live in and their 

perceptions of parenting and childhood. This study also raises questions 

around how accessible the knowledge base of early childhood 

professionals is to parents. 

 

These results have not only had implications for me as a final year 

teacher education student but also have implications for the early 

childhood profession as a whole, individual services, parents, families 

and ultimately children. This study contributes to the dialogue started by 

previous research such as the work of Coombe (1995), Lord (2006) and 
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Noble (2007a, 2007b) around parentsô experiences and choices of child 

care arrangements.   
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

ñAll families should have access to affordable, high quality child 

care by trained professionalsò (Cook, 1999). 

 

Exploring the issue of accessing child care is timely. It has featured 

heavily in the media and been the topic of political debate and 

campaigning within Australia over the past few years, becoming a 

centrepiece of the 2006 federal budget and Laborôs response to this 

budget (Brough, 2007; Das, 2007; Hudson, 2006; Milne, 2006). The 

media have reported on a wealth of problems faced by parents including 

long waiting lists in some areas and half empty services in others, poor 

quality, cost, a lack of choice and a lack of places for babies and toddlers 

(Horin, 2006a; Horin, 2006b; Schubert, 2007). 

 

Through my own experience working in birth to five settings as well as 

following the issue in the media, I have developed an interest in what the 

actual experience of trying to find a child care arrangement is like for 

parents in my community, especially parents of very young children. 

Early childhood services are busy places and it is easy to get caught up 

in the daily running of a service without considering what experiences 

around child care are like for parents. While contributing to the body of 

knowledge around parentsô experiences of looking for child care, this 

study has also helped me as an individual to consider the perspectives of 

parents and the range of issues they too have to deal with on a daily 

basis. It has reminded me how important the experiences, perspectives, 

needs and wants of parents and families are to what we do as early 

childhood professionals.  

 

This study aimed to further explore the experiences of parents seeking 

child care for a child under two years of age. Taking a narrative 

approach, it tells the stories of a small group of parents who recently 
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sought formal child care in a regional New South Wales city. This study 

explores the landscape of the issue within this local context providing 

insight into the experiences of these parents, points for consideration 

and discussion and direction for further study.  

 

This study will raise awareness around the complexity of selecting a child 

care arrangement for parents, discussing the range of factors they need 

to consider and give this group voices around an issue in which they are 

major stakeholders. When I refer to giving this group of parents ñvoicesò, 

it is not my intention to imply they did not have voices prior to this study. 

When I first met with one of the participants she asked me who would 

read this or would I just get a mark, and nobody ever hear what they had 

to say. These parents have always had voices. The aim of this study was 

to provide a forum in which their voices could be heard and included in 

the dialogue around this issue. As Ganter, Newsom and Dunlap (2000, 

p.4) state in their work around the role of school principals, it is important 

to provide a forum for ñstakeholders whose voices are traditionally 

silenced when óexpertsô gather to discuss and defineò the issue. This 

study will identify ways in which the experience may be improved for 

parents and will highlight differences between professional and parent 

perspectives. This study will also demonstrate that the experience of 

seeking child care needs to be looked at within local contexts and will be 

different for each family. 

 

This dissertation will first provide, in chapter two a review of the current 

and foundational literature. This review begins by focusing on what early 

childhood services are, the benefits they can have and what is believed 

to constitute a high quality service. It moves on to also look at issue of 

access, affordability, balancing work and family and understanding 

parental choices and experiences in relation to early childhood services. 

The review draws on reported research as well as government 

documents and articles from the media, providing a range of 

perspectives. Chapter three provides a description of the methodology 

for the study, explaining why a narrative approach was taken, and how I 
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came to use Bronfenbrennerôs ecological model of human development 

as a framework for discussion. Chapter four tells the stories of the five 

participants and goes on to look at the written communication that 

occurred between prospective parents and services, which provides yet 

another form of narrative around these experiences. Within this chapter 

the individual nature of making choices around child care becomes 

apparent, as does the range of factors families need to consider. Chapter 

five uses Bronfenbrennerôs ecological model of human development as a 

framework for discussing these factors and identifying links with previous 

research while the final chapter provides a summary of the study, looking 

at possible directions for future research, as well as the implications of 

the present study. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

 

 ñEvery parent knows how hard it is to find a child care place. But some 

council-run facilities are half-empty, a problem blamed on a dysfunctional 

system that allows the helter-skelter opening of private centresò (Horin, 

2006a). 

 

ñWith more than 170 000 Australian children on waiting lists, finding child 

care is harder than everò (ñStruggling to find child careò, 2006).  

 

Choices about child care are significant and difficult decisions faced by 

many Australian families. According to Elliott (2006) and Press (2006) 

the use of formal early childhood education and care is on the rise in 

Australia. Formal early childhood education and care services most 

commonly include preschool, long day care, family day care, occasional 

care, and outside school hours care. The Australian Institute of Health 

and Welfare (2003, p.231) states that of the children using formal child 

care aged birth to four years, 35.3% are using long day care, 24.4% are 

using preschool, 9.6% are using family day care and a further 4.2% are 

using occasional care. Considering that preschools only cater for 

children aged three to five years, the options for families seeking formal 

care and education for a child under three years are significantly reduced 

to long day care, family day care and occasional care. Decisions around 

early childhood education and care are often made even more complex 

by the lack of access to and availability of high quality services in some 

areas (Australian Council of Social Services [ACOSS], 2006). This 

review will initially focus on the effects of early childhood education and 

care, moving on to look at what constitutes a high quality service. The 

focus will then shift to issues of access and affordability, creating a 

balance between work and family life and the experiences and choices of 

parents when looking for child care.  
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Effects of early childhood education and care 

Research has indicated that selecting a high quality early childhood 

education and care service can support both children and families in a 

number of important ways (Clarke-Stewart & Allhusen, 2002; Elliott, 

2006; Honig, 2002a). Sims and Hutchins (1996) look at the many 

functions of child care facilities, describing them as much more than care 

and education.  They agree with Honig (2002a, p.378) who argues that 

the ñsupport offered to families by a high-quality facility works to 

decrease parental stress, improve mother-child relationships, increase 

stability and parent satisfaction.ò Sims and Hutchins (1996, p.24) also 

suggest that being involved in a child care service provides parents with 

opportunities for broader skill development; ñby participating in 

management committees, for example, parents learn skills which they 

can use in the labour force.ò  

 

Attending an early childhood program can have a positive impact on a 

childôs social and cognitive development (Clarke-Stewart & Allhusen, 

2002; Cleveland & Krashinsky, 2003; Elliott, 2006). Children attending 

child care have been found to be ñmore self-confident, outgoing, 

assertive, verbally expressive, self-sufficient, and comfortable, and less 

distressed, timid, and fearful in new situationsò (Clarke-Stewart & 

Allhusen, 2002, p.229). Children who attend child care, especially during 

the preschool years may also experience advanced language and 

cognitive development (Clarke-Stewart & Allhusen, 2002). In some 

cases, this may be due to the formal early childhood care and education 

servicesô ability to ñprovide interventions which mediate the impact of 

particular impediments or risksò (Press, 2006, p.10). A high quality early 

childhood service has the ability to compensate for some things that may 

be missing from the childôs home life (Sims & Hutchins, 1996). Clarke-

Stewart & Allhusen (2002, p.240) also support this notion of child care 

services acting as a ñbuffer against deficiencies or problems in the 

family.ò For example, Honig (2002a) argues that a high quality care 

arrangement can provide a positive example for young or ñat riskò 

parents. Such services can also become a base from which parents 
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develop support networks (Press, 2006). Unfortunately, research also 

indicates that families suffering from higher levels of stress are less likely 

to select a high quality service (Honig, 2002a) 

 

I would argue that the child care experience is not just about 

compensating for ñproblemsò and ñdeficienciesò at home but about 

differences. Child care services have the opportunity not only to build on 

childrenôs experiences but also to provide them with a range of 

experiences (of events, activities and ways of believing, acting and 

behaving with others) that may not otherwise be available to them 

(Cleveland & Krashinsky, 2003). This does not mean the home 

environment is always deficient or inferior, it means that it is different and 

child care can provide children with an extended range of experiences.   

 

There is also some literature on the negative effects of non-parental 

care, especially for infants and toddlers, that is, those children who are 

aged less than three years. Sociobiological theorists argue that adults 

who are related to the child will provide the best care as they have a 

greater vested interest (Clarke-Stewart & Allhusen, 2002). The more 

closely the adult is related to the child genetically, the better carer they 

will be. Some traditional attachment theorists also believe that non-

parental care in the early years of a childôs life can be damaging to the 

mother-child relationship, thus having a negative impact on the childôs 

psychological development (Clarke-Stewart & Allhusen, 2002). While 

such research should be taken seriously, financial pressures and modern 

lifestyle have made child care a necessity for many families. There are 

also a range of studies that have found good quality non-parental care 

does not have negative effects on young children (Loane, 1997). Many 

modern attachment theorists have taken this into account and now 

consider the network of relationships a child is involved in (Ochiltree, 

1994). Ochiltree (1994, p.16) states that ñchildren separated from one 

attachment figure may not experience anxiety if another attachment 

figure is present.ò The positive or negative effects children experience as 

a result of non-parental care are likely to depend very much on the 
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quality of care they are receiving (Loane, 1997; Ochiltree, 1994). This is 

supported by Cleveland & Krashinsky (2003, p.16) who state that ñgood 

quality care matters. Harm is done to children when child care is 

inadequate, while good child care and good early education benefit 

children.ò  

 

óQualityô early childhood care and education 

There is some debate about what constitutes high quality early childhood 

education and care and how it may be measured. In Australia the 

National Child care Accreditation Council sets down some standards of 

quality that services need to meet. The Quality Improvement and 

Accreditation System (QIAS) and the Family Day Care Quality 

Assurance (FDCQA) system have been developed to ensure all long day 

care and family day care services meet the required minimum level of 

quality. While in many countries such systems are voluntary, in Australia 

services need to meet these standards in order for parents to receive 

Child Care Benefit (CCB) payments (National Child care Accreditation 

Council, 2006). All formal child care services including centre-based 

care, family day care and occasional care are also subject to state 

licensing requirements (Department of Families, Community Services 

and Indigenous Affairs [FACSIA], 2006a; Department of Families, 

Community Services and Indigenous Affairs [FACSIA], 2006b;  Family 

Day Care Australia, 2007). However, Dahlberg and Moss (2005, p.9) 

warn against thinking that quality can be entirely measured ñtechnicallyò 

or ñscientificallyò by external homogenising criteria. While there are some 

features of services that are crucial to providing high quality care, we 

need to remember that óqualityô is contextual and what produces a high 

quality program in one service may be ineffective or impossible in 

another. While supporting the notion that quality is culturally bound, 

Ebbeck (2001, p.6) also argues that the ten quality areas developed by 

the National Accreditation Council here in Australia ñcould form the basis 

for the development of a number of indicators of quality that could be 

adapted to most cultures and situations.ò 
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Since 2001, the ten quality areas discussed by Ebbeck (2001) have been 

revised into seven quality areas for long day care services and six quality 

areas for family day care homes (NCAC, 2006) and are currently being 

reviewed again. The seven current quality areas for long day care 

services include:  

¶ staff relationships with children and peers 

¶ partnerships with families 

¶ programming and evaluation 

¶ childrenôs experiences and learning 

¶ protective care and safety 

¶ health, nutrition and wellbeing 

¶ managing to support quality. 

The six quality areas for family day care homes are: 

¶ interactions 

¶ physical environment 

¶ childrenôs experiences, learning and development 

¶ health, hygiene, nutrition, safety and wellbeing 

¶ carers and coordination unit staff 

¶ management and administration. 

Each of these quality areas is elaborated into a number of more specific, 

yet non-prescriptive principles for achieving quality in this area. For 

example, quality area two for long day care services, partnerships with 

families, consists of three principles. They are, 

¶ Principle 2.1: Staff and families communicate effectively to 

exchange information about each child and the centre 

¶ Principle 2.2: Staff encourage family participation and involvement 

in the centre 

¶ Principle 2.3: The centre has orientation processes for children 

and families (NCAC, 2006). 

These may be played out differently depending on the particular context 

(NCAC, 2006). For example, daily communication with parents may 

occur verbally at pick up and drop off times in some services. However, if 
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children catch a bus to child care, communication may occur through a 

diary or over the phone.  

 

The Curriculum Framework for Childrenôs Services (New South Wales 

Department of Community Services [DoCS], 2002) is a prominent 

document within New South Wales that promotes the view of quality care 

and education taking different forms in different contexts. This is 

intended as a non-prescriptive document that acknowledges the 

uniqueness of every setting and the different ways quality may be 

achieved. One of the key purposes of the document is to advocate the 

importance of childrenôs early years in education and care. As Vygotsky 

(1978) pointed out, learning begins from birth and takes place in social 

and cultural interactions. Therefore early childhood care and education 

are not readily separated (Elliott, 2006), and the importance of quality 

care and education arrangements are critical for all children, regardless 

of how young they are.  

  

Rolfe and Morda (2002) along with Cryer (1999) identify two areas of 

quality in early childhood education and care: structural quality and 

process quality. Both are important to the overall quality of a care 

arrangement. Structural qualities are defined as ñcharacteristics that 

create the processes that children actually experienceò (such as group 

size and staff to child ratios) (Cryer, 1999, p.40). Rolfe and Morda (2002, 

p.88) define process quality as ñthe childôs actual experiences in care, 

including aspects of the curriculum and the nature of interactions and 

relationships.ò 

 

In terms of structural quality, research strongly indicates that having staff 

with formal qualifications is a factor that aids high quality care and 

education (ACOSS, 2006; Clarke-Stewart & Allhusen, 2002; DoCS, 

2002; Ochiltree, 1994; Press, 2006). A study carried out by Puiling Liu, 

Seeshing Yeung and Farmer (2001, p.389) on parentsô expectations of 

day care services revealed that most parents ñperceived education as 

important and thought that qualified staff were necessary for the care 
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and education of their children.ò This did not differ if the child was over 

three years of age or younger than three years of age.  While staff 

training is crucial, research has also identified a number of key traits of 

effective caregivers. These include: being attuned to the individual 

temperament and personality of a child, being culturally sensitive, being 

responsive to children and being willing to interact and play with children 

(Honig, 2002b; Stephen, Dunlop & Trevarther, 2003). 

 

Lower child to staff ratios and group size have also been linked to high 

quality care (Honig, 2002b; Ochiltree, 1994), especially for infants and 

toddlers. Honig (2002b, p.2) and Greenman (2005) suggest that ratios 

for infants and toddlers should be no greater than three or four children 

per adult. However, in New South Wales, regulations currently allow 

ratios of one staff member to five children under two years and one staff 

member to eight children aged two-three years (DoCS, 2004). The Age 

(Das, 2006) criticises the one to five ratio stating ñif there are two staff to 

every ten babiesé then every time one carer is feeding a baby or 

changing a nappy, the other one is looking after nine babies. A ratio of 

1:5 is about as close as you can possibly get to institutionalised neglect.ò 

It can, therefore not be presumed that just because a service is meeting 

regulations, it is providing the highest level of care (Press, 2006). 

 

Cryer (1999) gives a detailed description of what she considers important 

in terms of process quality. She explains that high process quality 

involves: 

¶ safe well supervised care; 

¶ a healthy and clean environment; 

¶ opportunities to be active and to rest; 

¶ an environment and curriculum that are developmentally 

appropriate; 

¶ positive interactions between not only staff and children but 

everybody involved in the service; and  
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¶ a program that promotes individual growth and positive 

relationships.  

Such features of quality programs are also evident in other policy and 

research literature (for example, DoCS, 2002; Honig 2002b; Stephen, 

Dunlop and Trevarther, 2003).  

 

A Canadian study carried out by Cleveland, Forer, Hyatt, Japel and 

Kranshinsky (2007) found that non-profit early childhood services 

generally produced a higher standard of care. The study acknowledged 

that non-profit service could be both high quality and poor quality but 

found that they were over represented in the higher quality scores on the 

rating scales used to measure service quality. While this was a Canadian 

study, the authors suggest that the same situation may occur in other 

countries, including Australia: ñThe theory in Australia is that non-profit 

and for-profit sectors are competing on a level playing field, but the 

reality is reported to be that the larger shareholder companies cut 

corners by hiring the minimum number of staff and the least qualifiedò 

(Cleveland et al., 2007, p.73).  

 

 It also needs to be acknowledged that parents and professionals may 

have differing views on what constitutes high quality early childhood 

education and care. Cryer (1999) acknowledges that the widely accepted 

definition of quality may not be accepted by everybody. She makes a 

very important point, stating, ñFor those who do not accept the current, 

widely accepted definition of ECE [Early Childhood Education] quality, 

either because of small differences in the details or of their relativistic 

perspective, it is important that they create alternative measures of 

quality that are proven to be validò (Cryer, 1999, p.52). She goes on to 

say, ñassumptions about child-rearing practices are insufficient. Those 

who raise young children need to fully understand the strengths and 

draw-backs to any practices they use to optimize childrenôs prospects for 

the futureò (p.52). In order to make informed decisions parents need to 

be aware of what has been shown to impact on the quality of early 

childhood education and care in combination with things that are 
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particularly important to their individual sets of circumstances and 

context (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005).  

 

A study conducted in the USA by Cryer and Burchinal (1997) suggests 

parents may rate a care arrangement as being of a higher standard of 

quality than an early childhood professional, not because of a differing 

definition of quality but because they are unaware of the standard of 

quality they are receiving. Parents often spend small amounts of time in 

their childôs care setting and may have little idea of what goes on when 

they are not present. As Cryer and Burchinal (1997, p.53) state, ñthis 

study suggests that óimperfect informationô may hinder parents from 

demanding the aspects of high quality child care which they believe to be 

important to their children.ò Honig (2002a, p.376) also points out that ñthe 

knowledge base of child care professionals is largely unavailable to 

assist families with non-parental care choices.ò 

 

To overcome this knowledge gap, it is important that parents play a role 

in maintaining the quality of their early childhood service and feel some 

form of ownership or connection to the service (Ebbeck, 2001). Ebbeck 

(2001, p.7) states, ñWhat is important for all quality control and 

evaluation is that staff and parents have to feel ownership of the quality 

service.ò When parents and staff feel that the service belongs to them 

and their children, they are likely to be more committed to the services 

and work harder to achieve high quality. This also aids the self 

evaluation process.  Ebbeck (2001, p.7) states that ñIn analysing and 

evaluating their own efforts each centre grows in knowledge and 

understanding of what quality is all about and is able to put the quality 

indicators into local and cultural perspective.ò Self evaluation by staff and 

parents has become an important part of the accreditation process in 

Australia (NCAC, 2006). However, Lord (2006) found that taking part in 

the accreditation process can place a burden on parentsô time, and with 

many parents using child care services on a part time basis, they are 

feeling less ownership of the service and less obliged to take part in the 

service. 
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While parents may be guided by a notion of what constitutes a ñquality 

careò arrangement, they also need to consider their individual child. 

Some services will suit some children better than others (Honig, 2002a). 

Honig (2002a, p.4) writes about this, specifically in terms of infants and 

toddlers, noting, ñInfant temperament also matters. Shy babies may be 

overwhelmed by group care in a center but flourish in a small family care 

setting. Older toddlers bored in a small family care setting may engage 

enthusiastically with play materials and peers available in the larger 

world of center care.ò Elliott (2006) also suggests that the age of the child 

may be significant with many families with children under two years 

selecting family day care. The present study will address the role 

participantsô perceptions of quality and the individual needs of their child 

play when selecting a care arrangement. 

 

Issues of access and affordability 

ñóAll the centres we saw, the first thing out of their mouths [was] no 

places for at least a year and a half and that was seven months 

before the baby was born. Sometimes you felt you had to settle 

for an inferior centre, just to get a place until something better 

appears.ô Jennifer, NSW.ò (ñCaring for Kidsò, 2006, p.2) 

 

While quality care and education are crucial for young children, parents 

are also faced with issues of access and affordability (ACOSS, 2006; 

Elliott, 2006; Honig, 2002a; Press, 2006). Using data from a national 

survey on household income and labour patterns, Cassells, McNamara, 

Lloyd and Harding (2005) identified eleven common problems parents 

identified around affordability and access to child care and found that 

75% of families experienced more than one of these problems. 

Accessing care for children who were unwell and the cost of child care 

were the two most prevalent problems for parents. 29% of participants 

with children younger than school age reported having difficulties finding 

care for sick children. This is not an unexpected finding as formal child 

care services are required to have exclusion policies for sick children in 
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order to prevent the spread of disease to other children and staff in the 

service (DoCS, 2004). The authors point out that this problem is often 

exacerbated for single parents, especially if there is no extended family 

close by (Cassells et al., 2005). 

 

In 2000 Child Care Benefit [CCB] payments were introduced to help 

parents pay for child care (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 

2006). The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2006, p.2) 

describe the CCB as ña means tested paymentò which has been 

designed to support not only working but also non-working parents. A 

quantitative study carried out by the Australian Institute of Health and 

Welfare (2006), using data from the Census of Child Care Services, 

found that while the CCB improved the affordability of child care for all 

families, the improvement was short lived as ñchild care fees increased 

at a greater rate than average weekly earnings and the CCB, which is 

indexed to the Consumer Price Indexò (Australian Institute of Health and 

Welfare, 2006, p.5).  This may account for why affordability still remains 

an issue for many families (Australian Institute of Health & Welfare, 

2006; Cassells et al., 2005). In the survey conducted by Choice 

Magazine around parents experiences of the child care system, some 

parents reported that ñthe cost of child care cancelled out the economic 

value of returning to work altogetherò (ñCaring for Kidsò, 2006, p.2).  

 

Some families may be entitled to other financial support such as Jobs, 

Education and Training (JET) Child Care Fee Assistance (FACSIA, 

2006c). JET has been developed to assist eligible parents to re-enter the 

workforce or return to study. The Department of Families, Community 

Services and Indigenous Affairs (FACSIA, 2006c) states that ñthis 

assistance covers most of the child care fees to help low income parents 

enter or return to work.ò Despite such systems, the financial support 

provided in Australia seems minimal when compared to countries such 

as Sweden and France where child care falls under the education 

system and all children are granted access to child care ñregardless of 
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their parentsô incomeò (Early Childhood Learning Knowledge Centre, 

2006). 

 

Accessing a place in the service of their choice has also been identified 

as a problem for many parents (Cassells et al., 2005). In the study 

carried out by Cassells et al. (2005) 22% of participants with children 

younger than school age reported getting into the service of their choice 

as a problem they experienced around accessing child care.  The Choice 

Magazine survey (ñCaring for Kidsò, 2006, p.13) also identified this as a 

problem with one participant stating ñI had to accept a centre that Iôm not 

comfortable with as it was the only one available.ò Neither of these 

studies address whether this becomes even harder for children under the 

age of three where staff to child ratios are higher and places are often 

harder to come by (Elliot, 2006).  

 

Another issue related to access is finding care for the days and hours 

you require. In the Choice Magazine survey (ñCaring for Kidsò, 2006) 

44% of participants reported a lack of choice around which days they 

could have care as a significant problem they experienced and a further 

18% reported a lack of choice of hours as a problem. These are 

problems that were also identified in the study conducted by Cassells et 

al. (2005). The Australian government developed the Child Care Access 

Hotline to help parents find out which services had places available on 

the days they required in their particular area (FACSIA, 2006c). The 

authors do not comment on how many calls the hotline receives.  Mal 

Brough, Minister for Families Community Services and Indigenous 

Affairs (2007) stated that the child care shortage in Australia had been 

drastically exaggerated and using data from this hotline service, stated 

ñthat there are 139,000 child care vacancies on any given day throughout 

Australia.ò While acknowledging that some areas did experience 

shortages, he claimed that all of these areas had vacancies in adjoining 

suburbs. This claim was highly criticised by experts and the media 

(Schubert, 2007) as he does not specify for which age group there are 

vacancies. Vacancies may also be at services that do not meet parentôs 
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needs or that parents perceive as being of poor quality. He went on to 

suggest that all the talk of child care shortages and long waiting lists has 

meant that some parents are not bothering to look as they presume they 

will not be able to find a place (Brough, 2007). 

 

The present study will identify some of the issues experienced by 

parents in a regional New South Wales city in relation to access and 

affordability and if and how they have been able to overcome these. The 

impact these issues have on their overall experience of looking for care 

will also be examined.  

 

Work hours and family life 

ñIt seems evident that the shorter the leave from employment for 

women, the easier it will be for them to return to employment. 

However, the early return causes time-allocation problems 

because small children in the family need nurture and care. The 

dual demand creates óRush Hoursô that makes it difficult for 

families with small children to copeò (Ruuskanen, 2007, p.65). 

 

All parents of young children are required to make choices about 

employment and find a balance between paid employment, house hold 

tasks, caring for children and their own leisure time (Ruuskanen, 2007). 

Ruuskanen (2007) combined the number of hours parents in households 

with small children spent in paid work and in house work and found that 

parents put in around 120 hours of work each week. ñIt is not surprising if 

households in this life situation experience lack of time, stress, and 

problems in the work-life balanceò (Ruuskanen, 2007, p.65). 

 

It has been suggested in the media that this has become even harder for 

parents in Australia as they are less frequently living close to their 

parents and other extended family, who can assist in caring for their 

children (ñGen X hits parenthoodò, 2007). Gammage (2000) and Cox 

(1994) also acknowledge that, for many parents, greater mobility and 

economic changes have damaged the support networks previously 
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provided by extended family. Single-parent families have also become 

more common (Gammage, 2000). Parents are therefore, being forced to 

find new ways of managing to work and raise a family (Cox, 1994). 

  

Some federal legislation has been put in place to assist parents to cope 

with having children. All women who have worked on a full-time or part-

time basis for a continuous period of at least twelve months for the same 

employer are entitled to 52 weeks unpaid maternity leave (Australian 

Government, 2007). Fathers are entitled to the same period of paternity 

leave provided it does not overlap for longer than a week with the 

maternity leave of the mother (Australian Government, 2007). Some 

employers will also provide periods of paid maternity leave. The 

Australian Federal Police are entitled to twelve weeks paid maternity 

leave, Shell Australia offers six weeks paid maternity leave and six 

weeks paid paternity leave for the primary care giver and ANZ Bank 

Group offers twelve weeks paid maternity leave (Australian Government, 

2007). Some parents may not be able to utilise the full 52 weeks due to 

financial constraints and still need to create a balance between work and 

family once those 52 weeks have expired.  

 

One way in which parents can create this balance is through working on 

a part-time or casual basis. The European study conducted by 

Ruuskanen (2007) found that it was almost always the mother that 

combined part time work with child raising. Ruuskanen (2007) also found 

that the motherôs ability to return to work and the amount of hours she 

spent in the labour force varied depending on the countryôs child care 

system. If there is not child care available to parents, they are forced to 

rely on extended family and friends or not return to work. This research 

also looked at the negative impact part-time work had on womenôs 

retirement pensions in Europe. While it may have a negative impact on 

their superannuation, Teutsch (2007) argues that flexible work 

arrangements are available to many Australian mothers. 
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Understanding parental choice and experiences of child care 

When parents do have a choice in child care arrangements, they will be 

influenced by a range of factors. Whatever their reasoning, as this review 

has shown, it is an important decision which may have significant 

implications for their child and family. 

 

There are a number of reasons why parents may choose a particular 

care arrangement for their child. In a large scale, quantitative study 

carried out in the USA by Peyton, Jacobs, OôBrien and Roy (2001), they 

found that 55.9% of the mothers interviewed stated factors around the 

quality of care to be the most important factor when choosing child care. 

This included features such as quality of care providers, the environment 

and equipment and the quality of the program. In comparison, 21.7% of 

the mothers identified practical factors as being of highest concern. This 

category incorporated features such as cost, hours, location and 

availability. A further 22.4% stated that their preference for a particular 

type of care was the most influential factor. This category referred to a 

preference for centre-based care, care in a home environment or care by 

a relative. While providing a useful insight to the reasons parents may 

select a particular care arrangement, this study only allowed parents to 

identify the one most significant reason for selecting their care 

arrangement. No consideration is given to the way in which a number of 

factors such as cost, availability and quality may come together to 

influence the parentsô final decision.  

 

Research has also looked into parentsô selection of multiple care 

arrangements for their children. Multiple care arrangements ñrefers to the 

situation where children are using two or more different child care 

arrangements in a given weekò (Qu & Wise, 2004/2005, p.56). The Child 

Care Choices study was developed in Australia in response to concerns 

that a growing number of children were using multiple care arrangements 

and changing care arrangements frequently, and that this would impact 

upon their development (Bowes, Harrison, Ungerer, Simpson, Wise, 

Sanson & Watson, 2004). While one might presume that parents opt for 
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multiple care arrangements in order to combat issues of cost and 

access, research findings so far indicate that this is not the case (Bowes 

et al., 2004; Qu & Wise, 2004/2005). According to Bowes et al. (2004), 

most parents indicated that they chose to use multiple care 

arrangements, and reasons around access and affordability were less 

common. Qu and Wise (2004/2005) found that children from single 

parent families were more likely to experience multiple care 

arrangements than children from couple families as were children in 

homes where both, or the sole parent, were working, compared to 

families in which only one, or neither parent was employed. While the 

present study is not focusing on multiple care arrangements, it was 

anticipated that it may arise as a preference for parents or as a way of 

over-coming problems they have experienced in trying to access child 

care.  

 

While research has identified influencing factors in choosing child care 

and linked selection of certain care types to family factors (Early & 

Burchinal, 2001), there is little research on the lived experiences of 

families around child care. The majority of the research has been carried 

out in the quantitative paradigm involving parent surveys and relying on 

ñtraditional statistical methodsò (Singer, Keiley, Fuller & Wolf, 1998, 

p.1129). These surveys do not give parents an opportunity to explain 

their responses or tell their stories. While the Choice Magazine survey 

(ñCaring for Kidsò, 2006) did give parents a chance to make brief 

comments, Honig (2002a, p. 399) suggests that ñresearch on child care 

choices needs to invent and use some more innovative designs and 

methodology. Perhaps unobtrusive measures such as park bench 

conversations.ò The present study will address this gap by taking a 

narrative approach, gathering a number of in-depth, context specific 

stories. 

 

Coombe (1995) addresses this gap in her study of working women and 

their experiences of child care. This study aimed to ñexamine womenôs 

lived experiences of child care through a study of women from a shift 
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working occupational group (nursing) and to develop from this an 

understanding of womenôs ideologies of child careò (Coombe, 1995, p.8). 

The women in this study identified issues of access and availability of 

child care as being major concerns. The study (Coombe, 1995, p.172) 

also found that ñcertain institutional structures [of both work and child 

care services] are regarded by women as being inequitable, irrational 

and not in their interests.ò This is also supported by Morda, Kapsalakis 

and Clyde (1999) in their study of child care in rural areas, which found 

that while many parents in rural areas had similar child care needs to 

those in the city, geographic isolation meant their choices were limited, a 

problem that was exacerbated for shift-working parents. In both cases, 

shift working women felt powerless against changing shifts or rosters that 

had a negative impact on their ability to find child care.  

 

Noble (2007a; 2007b) also begins to fill the gap with her study of parentsô 

experiences and choice of early childhood education and care services. 

Noble interviewed a group of twenty three parents from a regional area 

of Queensland around their experiences and choices of child care. This 

study identified four categories that influenced a parentôs choice of child 

care arrangement. These categories were the parents relationship with 

the child, the influence of other significant people such as friends and 

family members, the parents understanding of childhood and the 

perceived ability of the service to maximise the childôs potential (Noble, 

2007a; 2007b). This study found that marketing did not have a big impact 

on parentsô child care choices but ñlocal hearsayò was important as ñthe 

opinions of other parents were sought rather than gaining information 

from a direct source, such as the ECEC (early childhood education and 

care) services themselvesò (Noble, 2007a, p.27). The study found that 

overall, families made decisions based on the unique characteristics and 

circumstances of their individual family (Noble, 2007a; 2007b). Lord 

(2006) found that in rural locations many families were still only using 

formal child care as a ñlast resortò when extended family members who 

could care for the children in the home were not available.  
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Aside from this work, there remains a gap in the body of research around 

the actual experiences of families trying to choose child care for their 

children. What processes do they go through? What is it actually like? 

What are their stories?  

 

Selecting a formal care arrangement for your child is no easy task, but 

one many Australian families need to take part in. The early childhood 

service can play a crucial role in the life of the child, family, and wider 

community. A high quality service will provide better outcomes for 

children and greater support for families. Unfortunately, not all services 

are of a high quality, and while some parents may be unaware of the 

quality of the service they are getting, others may have no choice but to 

settle for a low quality service as nothing else is available. Parents also 

need to deal with issues of affordability and finding care that matches the 

hours and days they require. While there is a range of research on child 

care choices, the majority of it is quantitative and statistical. The present 

study will give a group of parents voices around their experiences of 

trying to find child care, providing an in-depth, context specific story of 

parental experiences of finding a care arrangement for their child. 

 

Through the stories I collect, the following research questions will be 

addressed: 

ñWhat are the experiences of families when choosing formal child 

care for children aged birth to two years in a regional New South 

Wales city?ò 

 

The following chapter will provide greater detail around the participants 

and setting of this study and an explanation of the methods used to 

address this question. The chapter will move on to look at how the data 

were analysed and how Bronfenbrennerôs ecological model of human 

development (1979) became a useful framework for discussion. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODS AND METHODOLOGY 

 

Rationale for adopting qualitative methods 

ñQualitative disciplines strive to capture the human meanings of 

social life as it is lived, experienced, and understood by the 

research participantsò (Gay & Airasian, 2003, p.163). 

 

As illustrated in the last chapter, much of the previous research in this 

area has been carried out in the quantitative paradigm using parental 

surveys and questionnaires. For example, the American study carried 

out by Peyton et al. (2001) used parental surveys in which parents could 

only identify one ñmost correctò answer. This provides only an overview 

of the reasons for parentsô selections and the problems they face. By 

adopting qualitative methods, the present study is able to address the 

issue from a different angle, looking at the way the experience of looking 

for child care is actually ñlived, experienced and understoodò (Gay & 

Airasian, 2003, p.163) by one particular group of parents. 

 

As Hughes (2001, p.53) states, qualitative research allows the 

researcher to ñshow somethingôs meaning or significance to particular 

people or groups of people.ò By using qualitative methods I am able to 

gain a greater understanding of the emotions experienced and thought 

processes used by these families as they sought a child care 

arrangement for their child (Hughes, 2001). 

 

Having read the literature, it was important to me that I did give this 

group of parents voices around their own experiences of looking for child 

care. I have intentionally used the term ñvoicesò rather than ñvoiceò as 

each parent will have their own individual voice that will be influenced by 

their experiences and context (Hargreaves, 1996). No one parent or 

group of parents can provide an overarching voice that represents all 



 

 23 

parents. As Hargreaves (1996, p.16) states when looking at the voices of 

teachers in research, it is important that, ña sufficient number and range 

of voices are selected to raise issues of contrast and difference among 

teachers [parents] themselves, and between teachers [parents] and 

those with whom they work [early childhood professionals].ò By using 

qualitative methods, I am not only able to build on previous studies by 

providing an in-depth snap-shot of this experience for one particular 

group of parents, but also add to the range of parental voices that need 

to be heard around issues related to accessing and choosing child care. 

In doing this I am using a similar model to that used by Lea (2006) in her 

in depth study of six adolescent mothers of children with disabilities and 

their experiences of early intervention.  Lea (2006) used open-ended 

interviews to help her gain an understanding of the individual 

experiences of these six mothers which is what the present study also 

set out to do. 

 

Theoretical framework 

While not having an explicit focus on child or human development, when 

looking at the data for this study it became apparent that Brofenbrennerôs 

ñecological model of human developmentò (1979) would provide an 

effective framework for exploring the data. This model places the 

developing individual in the centre and breaks the various environments 

that impact on their development into a series of systems. The model 

also acknowledges the relationships that occur between environments 

and the impact that this has on the developing individual (Brofenbrenner, 

1979).  

 

Brofenbrenner (1979, p.16) states that ñbehavior evolves as a function of 

the interplay between person and environment.ò Therefore a personôs 

behavior and decisions will be affected by their individual nature as well 

as the environments they exist in. This model acknowledges that none of 

us exist within a single environment. Brofenbrennerôs ñecological model 

of human developmentò enables us to look at the developing personôs 

environments as a series of layers, all of which impact in some way on 
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that person, and in turn, all of which this person is able to impact on 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Paquette & Ryan, 2001). 

 

The ñecological model of human developmentò has also been used as 

the basis for models used in research relating to transition to school as it 

acknowledges the need to look beyond the individual child and family 

and consider other influences such as educational policy, parental 

employment and community resources (Dockett & Perry, 2006). Bowes 

and Hayes (2004) also draw on this model when looking at the 

importance of context and the connection between children, families and 

communities as it allowed them to move ñbeyond the contexts in which 

children are immediately involved to consider also the effects of more 

distant contexts such as social policy and cultureò (p.8) which will also be 

important to the present study. 

 

The following diagram depicts the ecological model of human 

development, illustrating the layers of the environment as put forward by 

Bronfenbrenner (1979). 

 

Figure 1: 
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Diagram taken from Bowes & Hayes (2004, p.9) 

 

 

The diagram uses dialectical arrows to link the individual, microsystem, 

mesosytem, exosystem and macrosystem demonstrating the strong link 

between each system and their ability to impact upon each other, 

ultimately affecting the individual in the centre. 

 

The Individual: 

As shown in the diagram, the developing individual is placed in the 

middle circle. This person will be affected by things such as their age and 

gender (Bowes & Hayes, 2004). While an argument could be put forward 

for placing the parent seeking child care in the centre, I have decided to 

place the child for whom the care is being sought in the centre. 

Bronfenbrenner (1979, p.26) states that an ñecological transition occurs 
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whenever a personôs position in the ecological environment is altered as 

a result of a change in role, setting, or both.ò Using this definition both 

the parent and child are under-going an ecological transition, meaning 

either can be placed in the centre. Bronfenbrenner (1979) lists a child 

beginning child care as a specific example of an ecological transition for 

the child, which contributed to my decision to consider the child as the 

developing individual. 

 

Microsystem: 

The microsystem consists of the relationships and interactions that occur 

in a childôs most immediate surroundings such as the immediate family 

and child care or school setting (Berk, 2003; Bronfenbrenner, 1979). 

 

Mesosystem 

The mesosystem is made up of the connections between different 

aspects of the microsystem, for example, the connection between the 

child care setting and home (Berk, 2003). According to Bronfenbrenner 

(1979, p.25) this includes the formal and informal communication that 

takes place between environments as well as ñthe extent and nature of 

knowledge and attitudes existing in one setting about the other.ò 

 

Exosystem: 

Berk (2003, p.29) defines the exosystem as ñsettings that do not contain 

children but nevertheless affect their experiences in immediate settings.ò 

Not only do these environments affect the child but they can also be 

affected by the child (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). These may include the 

work place and social circles of their parents. 

 

Macrosystem: 

The macrosystem is the most outer layer of the circles, but still has a 

significant impact on the child. According to Berk (2003, p.29) this layer 

is made up of ñcultural values, laws, customs and resources.ò 
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Chronosystem: 

Bronfenbrenner added the chronosystem to acknowledge that individuals 

and the contexts that influence them will change over time (Paquette & 

Ryan, 2001). 

 

Each layer of this model has impacted on participantsô experiences of 

looking for child care. It therefore provides a sound basis for unpacking 

and exploring these experiences. The various ways in which each 

individual parent has then pulled these influences together to come to 

their final decision can also be explored. 

 

Due to the fact that each participant has negotiated these factors in their 

own unique way, I have used a series of narratives to tell each of their 

stories (Bryman, 2004; Creswell, 2005; Elliot, 2005; Flick, 2006). While 

providing an exact definition of narrative is impossible due to the various 

ways in which the concept of narrative is used, Elliot (2005) suggests 

that all narratives consist of three key features. They are ñchronologicalò, 

the way in which events are sequenced is important. Elliot (2005) 

suggests that this is the feature that differentiates a narrative from a 

description. The second feature identified by Elliot (2005, p.4) is that 

narratives must be ñmeaningful.ò The narrative must help the audience to 

understand the ñbehaviour and experiences from the perspectives of the 

individuals involvedò (p.4). Thirdly, all narratives are ñinherently socialò 

(p.4), that is, they are created for specific audiences. Schram (2006, 

p.104) also supports the importance of these three features of narrative 

suggesting that in narrative research ñthe aim is to understand how 

people structure the flow of experiences to make sense of events and 

actions in their livesò, aligning perfectly with the aim of this study, which 

was to gain a greater understanding of the experiences of a group of 

mothers looking for child care and how they have made sense of these 

experiences..  

 

Schram (2006, p.104) also points out that ñthis form of enquiry [narrative] 

builds upon peopleôs natural impulse to tell stories about past events and 
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personal experiences.ò Elliot (2005) also supports the idea that telling 

stories about your own experiences is something that often occurs 

naturally when people are given the opportunity. It was important to me 

that I collected and presented my data in a manner that was natural and 

non-threatening to my participants, using their words as much as 

possible and honouring their individual ñvoicesò (Hargreaves, 1996). 

Using narrative allowed me to share the stories of these women and 

examine how they have made sense of their experiences of looking for 

child care (Bryman, 2004). In doing this I have been able to shed some 

light on the complexity of the experience for families. 

 

Participants: 

Participants were recruited through a number of early childhood services 

in a single town. Service staff distributed flyers regarding the study to 

eligible parents and family members (see Appendix 1). Any interested 

families returned the flyer with their contact details on the bottom. I 

collected the returned flyers and contacted any interested families. I have 

previously worked at two of the services I used to recruit participants, 

and therefore had relationships with staff at these services. While this 

made approaching these services easier, it did not impact on my data as 

all the parents I wanted to participate were new to the service since I had 

worked there. 

 

In order to gather a significant yet manageable volume of data, the 

number of participants was limited to five.  All participants were mothers 

who have recently selected a formal early childhood care and education 

service for their child aged less than two years. Each had a different set 

of circumstances: 

 

Jane: Jane was returning to work part time after having her first child. 

Her husband also worked so they needed child care for the two days 

Jane worked. 
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Mia: Mia is a Family Day Care carer who works four days a week. She 

was looking for care for her second child on the one day of the week she 

did not work. 

 

Grace: Grace was also working part time. She was urgently looking for 

care for her second child after an informal care arrangement fell through. 

As her husband also worked, she could not return to work until she found 

child care. 

 

Lilly: Lillyôs husband works two jobs. She chose not to return to work 

after having her first child but when a few hours work came up one day a 

week she decided she would take the opportunity and put her son into 

care for those few hours. 

 

Charlotte: Charlotte was looking for care for her second child. Charlotte 

was looking for care one day a week to give herself a break. Her 

husband works shift work. She also does casual shifts when he can be at 

home with the children.  

 

Having observed that most of the previous research around selecting a 

care arrangement and experiences of child care had only included 

mothers (Coombe, 1995; Noble, 2007; Peyton et al., 2001), this study 

hoped to include any fathers or grandparents who were involved in 

selecting a care arrangement. The study carried out by Edwards, Wise, 

Bowes, Sanson, Ungerer, Harrison and Simpson (2005, p.20) indicates 

that fathers and grandparents are frequently playing an active role in 

caring for young children. However, like Noble (2007a; 2007b), I did not 

actively seek fathers or grandparents and in the end only mothers 

volunteered to participate in the study. One family voiced an interest in 

doing a group interview with both the mother and father present but were 

unable to participate due to busy work schedules. 
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Data Collection 

ñInterviewing is one of the most common and powerful ways in 

which we try to understand our fellow human beingsò (Fontana & 

Frey, 2003, pp.61-62). 

 

Data were collected through a series of face-to-face interviews. Given 

the importance of in-depth data to this study, I chose to use semi-

structured, open-ended interviews with some broad questions as stimuli 

(see Appendix 2). Nueman (2004, p.287) describes the open-ended 

interview as being ñlike a friendly conversational exchange, but with more 

interviewer questions.ò While the interviewer does have an interview 

schedule, it acts as a guide so the order and wording of the questions 

can be changed depending on the participant and what they have to say 

(Burns, 2000; Neuman, 2004). The interviewer has the flexibility to 

encourage elaboration and follow up on an unexpected response or 

points of great importance to the participant (Neuman, 2004). This also 

allowed me as the researcher to encourage conversation about 

significant individual experiences so that the stories do have the 

individual depth and difference.  

 

Burns (2000, p.425) provides a strong rationale for using this type of 

interview, stating, ñthe only person who understands the social reality in 

which they live is the person themselves. No structure imposed by the 

interviewer will encapsulate all the subtleties and personal 

interpretations.ò Others such as Cannod (2001) and Knobel and 

Lankshear (1999) also argue in favour of this approach to data collection. 

A structured interview with pre-determined response categories (Fontana 

& Frey, 2000) would not have enabled family members to tell their stories 

and focus on their specific experiences, thus the data gathered may not 

have fully reflected their experiences.  

 

Given the depth of detail I was looking for, participants were involved in 

multiple interviews. The number of interviews and length of the 

interviews depended greatly on how much information the participant 
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was willing to give. For example, two participants chose to only take part 

in one interview, both of which went for around half an hour. The other 

participants all took part in two interviews which ranged in length from 

around fifteen minutes to half an hour. For convenience reasons, some 

follow up was also done via email (See Appendix 3 for examples). 

 

All interviews were audio recorded and later transcribed verbatim. While 

this was a time consuming task, it meant that I had all the raw data to 

revisit while conducting the analyses. Burns (2000, p.425) also points out 

that ñnot having to take notes enables the researcher to take part in the 

conversation in a natural way.ò This is also supported by Charmaz 

(2006). Being able to participate in a ñnatural wayò was important given 

the conversational tone of semi-structured, open-ended interviews.  

 

Throughout the interviews, a number of the participants talked about the 

written information they were given from services and the role this played 

in both their decision making and settling into the new care arrangement. 

This information was collected from each service and used as another 

source of data. 

 

Setting: 

The participants all lived in a regional city situated in New South Wales. 

In 2004 the city had a total population of between 30 000 and 40 000 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2006a). Within the town there are a 

range of child care services available to parents of children under two 

years old. These include an occasional care centre, family day care, 

three council run long day care services, one owner operated long day 

care centre and five corporate long day care centres all belonging to the 

same chain. While all provide regulated care for young children, 

Occasional Care, Family Day Care and long day care centres do differ in 

what sort of care they offer to families. 
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Centre Based Care: 

Centre based care is the most popular type of child care in Australia 

(Careforkids.com, 2007). Child care centres, also known as long day 

care centres, can provide full-time or part-time care on a regular, ongoing 

basis.  According to Careforkids.com (2007) all centres will be open for 

at least forty eight weeks of the year but operating hours will vary from 

service to service. Centres will typically cater for children from birth to 

five or six years but some services may also offer care for school aged 

children. 

 

Family Day Care: 

Family Day Care is a network of registered carers who provide home-

based child care for children aged six weeks to twelve years. Carers are 

trained and supported by ña central coordination unit.ò Field workers are 

employed to visit carers and run play groups. Along with the support of 

the coordination unit, the fact that Family Day Care is subject to licensing 

and accreditation sets it apart from privately organised babysitters or 

nannies (Family Day Care Australia, 2007; NSW Family Day Care, 

2007). 

 

Occasional Care:  

Occasional Care services can cater for children from birth to school age 

(FACSIA, 2006b). Occasional Care services only require parents to pay 

for the hours they use rather than having a minimum number of hours or 

set daily fee (FACSIA, 2006b). Parents are able to enrol their child on an 

hourly, daily, weekly, regular booking, short sessions or school term 

basis (FACSIA, 2006b).    

 

Participants in this study were parents of very young children. 

Consideration of convenience for the parents was therefore very 

important. It was for this reason that I was flexible about interview times 

and locations. I always tried to make times that were most convenient for 

the participants and happily rescheduled on a number of occasions. I 

was also cautious of the power dynamics of meeting in particular 
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locations, such as university buildings. Cannod (2001, p.184) argues 

that, ñthe researcher should provide a non-judgmental interviewing 

environment because it is least exploitative of participants and most 

comfortable for them. In addition, and consequently, it is the environment 

most conducive to the production of high quality research data.ò The 

importance of a natural environment which is comfortable and non-

threatening to the research participant is also supported by Hayes 

(2001). This was particularly important to my study as I wanted people to 

share their own personal stories in detail. People are more likely to open 

up in an environment in which they feel comfortable (Cannod, 2001). 

 

Originally I considered conducting interviews in participantsô homes or in 

their childrenôs care setting. Both these options were not without their 

disadvantages. When conducting interviews in participantsô homes the 

safety of the researcher needs to be considered but conducting 

interviews at a childôs care setting would reduce participant anonymity. 

Taking up the suggestion made by Honig (2002a) around data collection 

and research design, I decided that interviews would be conducted in a 

local park. If participants were not comfortable being interviewed in a 

public space, a space at the local university campus could have been 

arranged. All participants chose to be interviewed in a local park. This 

location has the advantage of being both public and private at the same 

time. Nobody knows what the researcher and participant are talking 

about, or even that research is being conducted, yet they are public 

spaces so other people are around, alleviating safety concerns for both 

parties. 

 

Who am I as the researcher? 

Fontana and Frey (2003, p.77) talk about the important decision 

researchers face around how they present themselves to participants 

stating, ñthis decision is very important, because once the interviewerôs 

presentational self is ócastô, it leaves a profound impression on the 

respondents and has great influence over the success (or lack of it) of 

the study.ò I decided to present myself as the ñlearnerò rather than the 
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expert or academic (Fontana & Frey, 2003) for a number of reasons. 

Firstly, I did not want participants to view me as an expert in the field and 

to feel that I was judging their parenting. I believe that this would have 

made participants uncomfortable and lead to them trying to give the 

ñrightò answers. Creswell (2005, p.484) identifies participants ñfakingò the 

data as a potential problem in narrative research. I also believe that I 

was the learner in this situation. I am a single, childless university 

student who has not had the experience of placing a child in care or 

experienced the emotions that go with that, so the participants were 

teaching me about the complexities of these decisions. I was, however, 

completely honest about the experience I have had working in childrenôs 

services and conducted myself in a professional and ethical manner.   

 

I am also aware that who I am as the researcher and my experiences will 

affect my research. When conducting qualitative research, it is 

impossible to remain separate and detached (May, 2001). As Grieshaber 

(2001, p. 144) states, ñresearchers themselves embody particular beliefs, 

values and interests which are often reflected in the way the problem is 

formulated, research is designed, data collected and interpreted, and 

findings displayed.ò From the moment we formulate a research question, 

who we are is coming to bear on our research. This does not devalue our 

research, but does require ñself-reflexivityò (Grieshaber, 2001, 144). Self-

reflexivity involves considering and acknowledging how our own values 

influence our research and ensuring that the views and experiences of 

the participants are coming through accurately in the research. 

 

Data analysis and interpretation: 

Neuman (2004, p.326) describes the analyses of narrative research as 

ñextremely ólightô and subtleò, suggesting that, to a large extent the 

researcher ñleaves the data to óspeak for themselvesô.ò The researcher 

only makes minimal interjections. However, as Creswell states (2005, 

p.482) ñthe identification of themes provides the complexity of a story 

and adds depth to the insight about understanding individual 

experiences.ò It is for this reason that each familyôs story has been 
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presented separately in a narrative form, with another separate chapter 

in which significant themes have been identified and discussed and 

linked to previous research.  

 

Schram (2006, p.105) makes another important point related to narrative 

analyses comparing ñanalysis of narrativeò with ñnarrative analysis.ò This 

study will use ñanalysis of narrativeò in which ñthe researcher deliberately 

elicits complete stories, or narratives, which are then analysed in terms 

of concepts from preexisting (often literary) theory or inductively in the 

manner of grounded theory.ò The analysis for this study began after the 

first series of interviews. This allowed me to identify themes and 

statements that could be explored further and expanded on in 

subsequent interviews. This technique of beginning the analyses after 

the first interview was also used by both Lea (2006) and Murray and 

Mandell (2006) who conducted a series of interviews with the same 

participants, allowing them to strengthen their data by expanding on and 

following up points from earlier interviews. 

 

The analysis of the narratives was initially done inductively, drawing on 

the principles of grounded theory. Grounded theory involves theory 

developing from the data (Creswell, 2005; OôLeary, 2005); that is, theory 

becomes one of the last stages in the research rather than one of the 

first. As Punch (1998, p.166) states ñit starts with an open mind, aiming 

to end up with a theory.ò Beginning with an open mind enables 

participantsô narratives to emerge, without directing them to talk about 

specific issues. When we allow people to tell their stories in this way a 

ñuniquely rich and subtle understanding of life situationsò (Punch, 1998, 

pp. 222-223) can be gained which will become the basis of theory. In 

doing this I did not disregard the extensive literature on the topic, rather I 

referred back to my literature review looking for any links between 

previous research and each individual story, using other research to 

strengthen my findings. Themes from the literature review also gave me 

a starting point for developing ideas and interview questions (Charmaz, 

2006). I was however, expecting each story to be unique and did not 
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have a pre-existing theory or hypothesis as to what the experience would 

be like for these parents.  

 

As suggested by Burns (2000, p.432) data analysis began with 

ñcatagorising.ò This involved reading and re-reading interview transcripts 

and beginning to identify similarities or significant themes from which 

conceptual categories could be developed.  In order to explore the 

different ways these categories could be formed and create categories 

that would allow me to most successfully explore my data, I wrote all the 

emerging themes (issues that were really important to parents, 

contradictions between participantsô stories and the literature or 

significant aspects of their stories that were supported in the literature) 

on post-its and stuck them to the wall. I then moved them around to 

explore the different ways in which they could be grouped or organised. 

The following categories were developed: 

¶ The child 

¶ The family 

¶ The service 

¶ Written communication 

¶ Perceptions of early childhood services 

¶ The work place 

¶ Government and regulatory bodies 

¶ The community 

¶ Perceptions of childhood/parenting 

 

It was while reading the work of Bowes and Hayes (2004) for another 

area of my university study that it became evident that the categories I 

had created sat within Brofenbrennerôs ñecological model of human 

developmentò, and that this model would provide me with an appropriate 

framework for exploring the experiences of these five women. 

 

Despite now having a pre-existing model to work with, I continued using 

the data analyses techniques suggested by Burns (2000) and Punch 
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(1998). Statements or sections of the interview data were labelled in the 

margin with the appropriate category codes (Burns, 2000). This stage of 

the analysis involved physically cutting coded statements from the 

interview data and sticking them in manila folders labelled with the 

corresponding code (Burns, 2000).  The next level of coding suggested 

by Punch (1998, 211) is ñaxial codingò which involves identifying links 

and connections between the categories developed during open coding.  

It was at this stage that the ñecological model of human developmentò 

(Brofenbrenner, 1979) allowed me to link the categories in terms of the 

systems they could be placed in and the relationships between each of 

the systems in this model.  

 

The written information booklets I collected were analysed separately. 

They were not analysed in terms of whether or not services were 

enacting the statements they made. Rather, they were mapped against 

the participantsô stories to explore the impact they had on their 

experiences; whether or not they were a significant source of 

information, whether they made the choice easier, whether they 

answered parentsô questions, whether they confused parents. In 

mapping these documents against parentsô narratives I was also able to 

examine whether the information presented in these booklets provided a 

match with the features of service these parents identified as being 

important to them. 

 

Ethical Considerations: 

ñAll research that involves participation by human subjects is, by 

definition, intrusive to a greater or lesser extentò (Knobel & 

Lankshear, 2004, p. 109).  

 

When working with human participants it is essential that we consider 

how potentially intrusive our research will be and work to minimise this. 

This research has taken the approach to minimising the inevitable 

intrusion suggested by Knobel and Lankshear (2004). That is, I have 

only intruded on participants as much as was necessary to the study 
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being a success. I have not wasted participantsô time or intruded in their 

lives by collecting data that was not relevant to this study. While the 

research did involve interviews that intruded on the participantsô time, all 

interviews were arranged for times and places that were as convenient 

as possible to each participant. I told all participants that they were more 

than welcome to bring their children along to any interviews if need be 

and a number of them did. I must acknowledge that there may have 

been a cost in terms of time spent arranging child care for participants 

that were not comfortable bringing their child along. Participants were not 

placed under any pressure to stay longer than they were able and were 

aware that they were able to reschedule or withdraw at any time if need 

be, without reprisals.   

 

While placing pressure on peopleôs time seemed the most likely cause of 

harm to participants in this study, I was also aware that interviews could 

bring up negative feelings for participants and cause stress or 

embarrassment. In order to avoid this I showed respect for the stories of 

all participants and made it clear that there were no right or wrong 

answers and that I was in no way judging them. Before conducting any 

interviews I compiled a list of counselling services (Appendix 4) in case 

any participants did become distressed and need support. This did not 

occur. 

 

I also believe that research should be reciprocal. That is, the researcher 

should ñbe aware of the extent to which they are receiving goodwill and 

generosity from their research subjects and to think of manageable ways 

to recognize these actionsò (Knobel & Lankshear, 2004, p. 112). Given 

the short time frame of this research, and the other demands on my time, 

finding a way to show my appreciation to participants has been difficult. I 

decided that each family who participated in the study would receive a 

picture book for their child and a picture book for their childôs early 

childhood care and education service. This is not something participants 

need so much that they would feel coerced to participate in the study, but 

rather it was a simple gesture to show my appreciation of their time and 
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generosity in participating in my study. I also hope that this study will 

result in publications in which the voices of these parents are shared.  

  

All participants were given an information sheet (Appendix 5) and a 

verbal explanation of the study as well as an opportunity to ask any 

questions before their first interview, and asked to sign an informed 

consent form (Appendix 6). The privacy of participants was protected at 

all times and confidentiality was maintained by using pseudonyms and 

password protected computer files. Any other information, such as 

interview tapes, was stored in a locked filing cabinet. While it was 

necessary to the study to specify whether participants were using family 

day care, occasional care or centre based care, the names of centres 

and the town in which the study was conducted have not been used. 

 

In designing and carrying out this study I have been guided by Early 

Childhood Australiaôs Code of Ethics (Early Childhood Australia, 2006). 

This code highlights the importance of listening to and learning from 

families, understanding and respecting the fact that every family is 

unique, working in partnerships with families and developing 

relationships with families that are based on mutual respect. Each of 

these principles has been reflected, not only, in my interactions with 

participants, but also in my research design. Data collection did not begin 

until my ethics application was approved by the Universityôs Ethics in 

Human Research Committee (Appendix 7). 

 

Validity:  

Silverman (2005) suggests that it is best to support interview data by 

some form of field observation. I decided, for ethical reasons, that I 

would recruit participants after the choice of child care arrangement had 

been made so that I would not influence their decision, making observing 

the process impossible. Instead, collaborating with participants has been 

crucial to establishing validity in this study (Creswell, 2005). Research 

findings were taken back to the participants and they were given the 

opportunity to add to what they had said, point out any 



 

 40 

misinterpretations, clarify points and make comments. Most of this follow 

up was done via emails with some telephone calls. The telephone calls 

were important as they revealed in one case that the participant didnôt 

use their email and would rather receive a copy in the post, and in 

another that they had given me the wrong email address. Taking the 

data back to participants is a method that has also been used by Murray 

and Mandell (2006, p.129) to establish ñtrustworthiness and credibilityò in 

their qualitative study of on the job experiences of special education 

providers. All participants were asked ñDo you feel your story is being 

told accurately?ò Grieshaber (2001) identifies this as also being an 

effective way of uncovering any personal biases that may have slipped 

into the research so that they can be acknowledged. This approach was 

also selected as it is a way of increasing the involvement of the 

participants and giving them more ownership of the research which I 

believe is an important part of conducting an ethical, qualitative study. 

Given the nature of narrative research, the participants themselves can 

be the only ones to say that this is their ñreal storyò, as they remember it 

and consider it to be true.  

 

Including the written information provided by each of these services also 

adds to the validity of the study. Including this information allowed me to 

analyse more accurately the comments that parents made about these 

documents and their contents. While no form of observation was carried 

out to see if services were enacting what was in their written parent 

information, including these documents does provide a more complete 

picture of each parentôs perception of their respective care arrangement.  

 

The following chapter tells the stories of Jane, Mia, Grace, Lilly and 

Charlotte. It then moves on to look at the written information they were 

provided with by the services they decided to use and how this forms 

another narrative around the experience of choosing child care 

arrangements. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE STORIES 

 

These are the stories of Jane, Mia, Lilly, Grace and Charlotte. I have 

written each of these stories, drawing extensively on the interview data 

collected from each participant. Although all the information used came 

from interview data, and the participantsô own words were used as much 

as possible, I am very aware that I have created these stories. In order to 

ensure that they remained the stories of the participants, I collaborated 

with participants as much as possible through out the writing up of the 

stories and asked each participant to read their story and ensure I had 

accurately captured their experience. 

 

Janeôs Story 

 

Six months before returning to part time work after having her first child, 

Jane and her husband began to consider child care options for their son. 

She needed two days of care a week. Returning to work after having a 

child was something Jane viewed as a necessity: 

ñIn our days itôs very hard to just live on a single income and you 

know, when youôre buying a house and all the rest of it.ò 

Jane was pleased that her work allowed her to return on a part time 

basis as it enabled her to spend more time with her son and better 

manage being a mother and running a household: 

ñMy choice to work part-time was because I wanted to spend time 

with 

Mark. I feel he is too young to be put into child care 5 days a 

week. 

Also this would've been more stressful on me having to work 5 

days a week plus be a mum and run a home. I was lucky in that 

my work allows me the opportunity to work part-time until my child 
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is two. Then I will be required to go back full-time. I will just have 

to work that part out when the time comes.ò 

 

She was also in the position where she could be flexible and switch her 

work days to fit with her child care. Operating hours of care services 

were of little concern as she worked fairly typical office hours.  

 

It was important to Jane that the child care service they selected 

provided a ñsafe and cleanò environment for her child. There were no 

other specific features they were looking for in the physical environment. 

Staff to child ratios and qualifications were not a major concern for Jane 

as she felt these features would be regulated by an external body and 

had faith that services would follow the necessary regulations:  

ñI just knew they would do whatever they were supposed to do, 

like follow all the regulations and things like that.ò 

 

Based on her sisterôs experience with child care and the age of her child, 

Jane and her husband decided that family day care would be their first 

choice of child care for their son at this stage: 

ñMy sisterôs little boy had been with a day care mum when he was 

growing up and stuff and I just thought that, being so young, it 

might be nicer to be in somebodyôs home and a little bit smaller 

environment.ò 

 

Jane rang family day care and put her name on the waiting list. She was 

unsure if she would get the care she needed. She waited to hear back 

from them. 

 

It was six weeks before Jane was due to return to work and she had not 

heard back from family day care as to whether she would get care or not: 

ñCome to six weeks before I was going back to work and I still 

hadnôt heard from them so I thought I better look at my next 

option.ò 
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The next option for Jane and her husband was a child care centre. They 

went straight to a private, owner-operated centre at which they had a 

family connection. For Jane this connection acted to make the 

experience both easier, as she had a relationship with the people 

running the service, and harder in that she felt obliged to go there once 

she was using centre-based care: 

ñWent straight to Winter-side, yeh being in the family thought we 

better go there.ò 

ñI sort of felt I couldnôt look past them.ò 

 

Most of the information they received from this centre was in a parent 

information booklet they were given. While it was not her first choice of 

child care arrangement, the care at this centre met the needs of Janeôs 

family and was conveniently located not too far out of her way. Jane also 

had a positive perception of the effects centre-based care would have on 

her child: 

ñI thought he would start to learn things a lot quicker and pick 

things up. Like, being around other kids. And he has. Itôs really 

noticeable. Like the first week he was clapping hands and now he 

gets cars and pulls them around and weôve never done that with 

him so heôs obviously picked it up somewhere.ò 

Despite feeling a smaller home environment might be nice while her son 

was younger, Jane also admits that the temperament of her child made 

placing him in centre-based care easier: 

ñMy child, heôs a very happy baby and he loves people and will 

smile at everyone. You know, he yabbers to anyone and 

everything but if he had been a really shy kid and, you know, cried 

with new people and things like that it would have been harder to 

take him to a child care centre like that. I really would have much 

preferred him to be in with a day care mum.ò 

 

As it happened, a few weeks after enrolling her son at the child care 

centre, Jane received a call from family day care offering her care. Jane 

and her husband decided to leave their son at the centre.  
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Cost did not play a significant role in the decision making process for 

Jane. This was partly because she was so unsure of what her Child Care 

Benefit payments would be: 

ñIt didnôt make a huge difference. Like we didnôt ring around and 

find out what everyone else was charging and things like that. And 

at the time we didnôt know what percentage discount we were 

going to get from the government so we just sort of took what we 

could get, we didnôt really know what to expect.ò 

 

Jane felt that while it wasnôt an overly stressful experience, looking for 

child care could have been made easier for her had there been some 

sort of on going communication with family day care letting her know 

about the progress she was making on the waiting list: 

ñI would have liked family day care to have had some sort of idea 

when I rang up if I was going to get it or not, and what sort of time 

frame it would be é because I had no idea and I had heard 

nothing so I felt you know. In the end I had six weeks before I had 

to go back to work so I had to do something.ò 

Janeôs frustration with the family day care system and the lack of 

communication contributed to her decision to leave her son at the centre 

once she was offered a place with family day care. 

 

Better communication during the actual selection process may have also 

made the settling in period easier for Jane. Like many parents new to 

child care, Jane remembers feeling anxious leaving her young son on his 

first day of care. There was also some miscommunication around what 

meals were provided for children in her sonôs age group. More 

information about the centre and staff could have made this easier: 

ñYeh, a little bit more information like this is where heôll sleep, this 

is what weôll do, this is where heôll eat his meals.ò 

Jane recalls feeling ña bit dumbò as there were many things she was 

unsure of but is beginning to feel more confident: 
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ñI did feel a bit dumb about the whole thing. You know, I felt like I 

was asking stupid questions.ò 

ñIôm starting to know what to ask.ò 

In Janeôs case settling in to child care proved to be the more significant 

experience, rather than finding and selecting care. 

 

Jane feels while she may not switch care arrangements, she will 

reconsider as her son approaches the preschool years, taking a closer 

look at the educational aspects of the care arrangement. 

 

Miaôs Story 

 

Mia tells a different story of looking for child care. Mia is a family day 

care provider who was looking for care for her second child. While her 

job as a family day care carer allowed her to have her child with her at 

home while she worked, she wanted care for her on her one day off each 

week. Mia had two reasons for seeking child care for her daughter. 

Firstly, she thought it would be good for her child: 

ñShe was starting to get really clingy and thatôs why she went into 

day care. Because she was just with me twenty four hours a day, 

seven days a week and now sheôs a lot better.ò 

Secondly, it gave Mia a chance to get things done on her day off: 

ñMost of the time on Monday I do the house work, like the nitty 

gritty house work because itôs got to be clean for the rest of the 

week.ò 

 

Mia found that a lot of people struggled to understand her reasons for 

using child care when, she herself was a child care provider: 

ñPeople couldnôt understand why I was putting her in child care 

when I do child care. They just couldnôt fathom the idea thaté it 

was for her own good.ò 

 

Choosing a care arrangement was easy for Mia. While she discussed it 

with her family, ultimately the decision was hers. Her first choice was to 
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put her daughter into the same centre her first child had attended. This 

was mostly because she felt she already had a connection with this 

service and the staff: 

ñThatôs the reason I chose the centre there because they knew the 

family and knew Tom [her first child], and you know, so that sort 

ofé continues down the line.ò 

It was important to Mia to have carers that took the time to get to know 

the individual child and family and develop positive relationships. She 

considered this to be more important than the formal qualifications of the 

staff. It was a family connection that also prompted Mia to place her first 

child in care at this centre: 

ñHe went to a friend of mine who was a carer one day a week, um, 

because I knew her. So then when we moved from Sydney, my 

step mother had her daughter in with, it was Little Cherubs back 

then so. Itôs basically just come down the family sort of thing.ò  

 

This centre had undergone a number of significant changes since Mia 

had put her first child into care there. The centre had gone from being a 

private, owner run service to being owned and run by a large corporate 

chain. Mia saw this as a positive change: 

ñI actually like it now that itôs a Summer-Grove Centre, I donôt 

know, because Iôm in child care I think itôs a bit more professional 

actually.ò 

Despite this change, a number of the same staff still remain or have 

returned to the centre which maintained that family connection that was 

important to Mia: 

ñSam, the director, she use to be Tomôs first day care teacher 

there.ò 

 

Mia rang the centre not long after her daughter was born and put her 

name on the waiting list. This was three months before she wanted to 

start care.  

ñI rang up in October and asked them could I put her name down 

and said that I was looking for care in January and they told me 
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that they would ring me when a position became available and 

they rang me, beginning of December I think it was and said she 

could start the position as soon as she wanted to. I said Iôd start in 

the first week of January.ò 

Mia was lucky enough to get a place in the service which was her first 

preference and by the date she required. However, because she was 

looking for care for her day off, she could be flexible with that starting 

date. 

 

Mia also had a back up plan. Had she not been able to get care at this 

centre, she had identified a second centre she would be happy to use: 

ñIf I couldnôt have gotten in there I would have put her into 

Summer-Grove Northò 

This is a fairly new, purpose built centre in town that had held an open 

day that Mia had attended and was impressed with. It is also owned by 

the same corporate chain. The location of this centre would not, 

however, have been as convenient: 

ñSo I went there because I just wanted to see what it was like 

being purpose built and all that and um, I was really impressed but 

I just thought it was a bit out of my way and I wanted to go a bit 

closer.ò   

 

For Mia, the experience of finding child care was not a stressful one. She 

felt she had a range of services to choose from: 

ñThereôs enough centres to choose from. I donôt think we need any 

more.ò 

 Her training and experience working in the child care field also 

contributed to making the experience easier. She felt this played a more 

significant role than the fact that it was her second child.  

 

Mia also felt that she would reconsider her child care arrangements as 

her daughter got older. If her work hours and conditions remained the 

same, she would like her daughter to attend a preschool when she 

reached that age. Her first child remained in child care until he started 



 

 48 

school and she feels that a preschool, not attached to a long day care 

centre, would provide a more structured program and a better transition 

to school: 

ñTom just didnôt cope with the whole going to school thing. Like for 

three years just play. We go to school to play and the next thing 

he goes to school and he has to learn.ò 

 

Graceôs Story 

 

Grace was returning to work after having her second child. She had 

decided to return on a part time basis so she could spend more time with 

her child:  

ñI am only working part time so that I can spend as much time as 

possible with my son while he is so young.ò 

As her husband also worked, child care was going to be a necessity. She 

arranged for her son to be cared for by a family friend while she was at 

work. She chose this arrangement based mainly on the age of her son: 

ñI only had seven or eight months off work so he was only that old 

when I went back to work and you just worry about them in a 

centre, you know, itôs a nought to two year old room normally and 

there is a huge difference between a two year old and a, you 

know, seven month old, especially one whoôs premature.ò 

Unfortunately her sonôs carer fell ill and, with her son now just over the 

age of one, Grace was in the stressful situation of having to find a new 

care arrangement, ñand in a hurry.ò She was on two weeks leave and 

needed to find care before she could return to work. 

 

Graceôs search for child care was made easier by the fact that this was 

her second child and she had used formal child care before: 

ñIôve had a child in child care beforeéyou kind of know how they 

work and that kind of thing.ò 

Grace also worked for a government body involved in regulating 

childrenôs services giving her some insight into the child care services in 

the local area. 
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Grace began her search by ringing around the local child care centres. 

She found the staff at all the centres to be helpful and understanding of 

her situation. Based on both the reputations of the centres and her own 

previous experience with child care, Grace decided her first choice would 

be one of the council operated centres: 

ñI just rang around all the child care centres asking if they had 

positions and I chose to try the council ones first because my 

oldest son Iôd had in one of the council run child care centres here 

and was quite happy with that.ò 

Graceôs name went onto a number of waiting lists. 

 

Grace was offered the three days care she needed at a corporate child 

care centre close to her work. Based on the experience of having her 

first child in a centre belonging to this corporate chain, this was not her 

first choice:  

ñMy older child went to a Summer-Grove centre and it was a time 

when I was just not happy with the level of care and he wasnôt 

happy and it was a really terrible time... so I now prefer not to use 

Summer-Grove centres where I can.ò 

Her tight time frame meant this was, however, a care arrangement she 

may have to settle for: 

ñI was about to settle for the Summer-Grove centre that was 

across from my work.ò 

 Luckily, before she had started her son at this centre, Grace received a 

call from a council operated service telling Grace they could offer her 

three days care: 

ñBefore I actually got there to do the forms and all that Autumn-

Park rang me back and said, no we can get you in the three days 

so I chose that one over the other one, just because it wasé it 

was the reputation of the centre basically.ò 

Grace was surprised to get into her first choice of centre at such short 

notice: 
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ñI wasnôt really expecting that because theyôve always got really 

long waiting lists so I was incredibly lucky.ò 

 

While Grace was not able to get the three days she had wanted at this 

centre, she was able to switch her working days to fit with the days she 

was offered: 

ñI wanted Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday. I couldnôt get 

Wednesday, I had to go for Thursday so I just changed my 

working arrangements which, theyôre kind of flexible so that was 

ok.ò 

Grace decided she would go with this service. This was a decision she 

made by herself due to the tight time frame and the fact that her husband 

was at work.   

 

Despite needing to find care in a hurry, there were certain things Grace 

was looking for in a care arrangement for her son and certain 

arrangements she would not have settled for: 

ñI had to find care for him, that wasnôt a choice. But, you know, the 

type of centre that you send him to, you need to feel that you have 

some kind of choice there.ò 

 

The reputation of the service was important to Grace. This was conveyed 

to her mostly through word of mouth communication: 

ñParents talk. They knowé where theyôve had bad experiences or 

good experiences.ò 

She also felt that higher staff retention rates were a good indicator of a 

high quality service.  

 

Grace felt it was important that a care arrangement had a program that 

would aid her sonôs development, especially because he was a 

premature baby:  

ñItôs just good to know that theyôre doing things through the day  

thatôs going to, you know, really push him along like that, like if I 

was at home with him, I would be doing things with him, with 
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crawling and all of that kind of thing or helping him to walk and 

that kind of thing.ò 

The age, experience and qualifications of the staff in the service were 

also important to Grace:  

ñI do think itôs important. And thatôs kind of another issue I had 

with the Summer-Grove centres, they tend to employ lots of young 

staff who are quite inexperienced and um, and a lot of the time 

untrained, but you know, also they have limited life experience.ò 

Grace felt that while it was important to have older and qualified staff 

members working in the service, there were also advantages to having 

younger staff with new ideas working with them: 

ñWhen you have young people coming through theyôre bringing 

their new ideas and theyôve just had the most recent training and 

they know the recent research and that kind of thing.ò 

 

Location was not a key factor in Graceôs choice: 

ñThis time I had the choice, it was across the road from my work, 

like literally across the road, and the other one was the other side 

of town but I chose that one anyway.ò 

For Grace there were other features of a care arrangement that were 

more important than location.  

 

Grace is extremely happy with the care arrangement she has chosen. 

She is also happy with her part-time working arrangement: 

ñI am not in any hurry at this stage to increase my working hours.ò 

 

While stating that she would look more closely at the educational 

program for a preschool age child, she can see herself leaving her child 

at this service as he grows older and approaches the pre-school years, 

thinking that what she would look for in a care arrangement would be 

much the same: 

ñYou want to know that theyôre safe, theyôre happy and theyôre 

being looked after.ò 
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Lillyôs Story 

 

Lilly was looking for care for her son. She only needed care for a couple 

of hours, one day a week. This was in part to cover Lillyôs work hours:  

ñI work an hour and a half a week.ò 

Lilly had not actively sought work after having her child but was offered 

this job by her parents and felt it provided a good opportunity for both her 

and her son: 

ñIt was so he could interact with other kids and I could have a bit 

of time out because my husband works two jobs so him looking 

after him isnôt really an option.ò 

 

It was Lillyôs choice to stay at home with her child, rather than seek full or 

part-time employment: 

ñI think parents are very important in their childrenôs up bringing 

and doing things for them because like everybody says, they grow 

up too fast.ò 

Lilly sees returning to a job with more hours as a possibility once her 

child has started school: 

ñYeh, school age I reckon. When yeh, I could get a nine to three 

job or something that fit in that time slot so youôre still at home but 

that way youôre getting out.ò 

 

Lilly began considering her child care options. She sought advice from 

friends and her sister who had a child attending family day care. Lilly 

ended up considering two different services for her son: 

ñWe looked at two options. We looked at family day care and we 

looked at occasional care.ò 

Lilly visited both services and collected information. She visited the home 

of her potential carer at family day care before making a decision: 

ñI like the home environment with family day care but it was a 

minimum of four hours.ò 
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Lilly decided that she would put her son into occasional care as it was 

more flexible and really the only service that suited her needs in terms of 

hours and cost: 

ñFamily day care; I think that youôre paying for the spot so if youôre 

sick, public holiday, what ever, I still had to pay for the spot where 

as occasional care I only have to pay for the hours I use.ò 

This was a decision that Lilly predominately made herself: 

ñYeh, woman of the house. Yeh, mostly mine. The more I thought 

about it, I didnôt work I donôt have money which pays for the care 

so I thought occasional would be the better.ò 

 

Aside from cost and flexibility around hours, the program of the service 

was also important to Lilly: 

ñThere were lots of things for the kids to do. There were things on 

the tables, there were puzzles, there was drawing, and theyôve got 

sandpits and there were lots of things thaté you know, I donôt 

really expect him to count to one hundred or anything at his age 

but having things to do.ò 

It was also important to Lilly that the environment was big enough for the 

children to play: 

ñAs long as they had enough room to run around and just be a 

kid.ò 

 

While feeling that ratios were not a big concern, Lilly observed that there 

were, in her opinion, plenty of carers when she visited the service: 

ñThere were about four or five carers I could see there so you 

think, yeh, thereôs enough to look after all the kids.ò 

 

Lilly was not concerned about staff qualifications. She did feel that this 

would be different if her son was older or in care for a longer period of 

time each week: 

ñI mean maybe if I was putting him in like all week or something I 

might of thought about, ok, so what do they know that they can 
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teach my kid that I would miss out on doing because Iôm back to 

full time work.ò 

At the moment, providing her child with some social interaction was her 

main concern. 

 

Lilly also liked the fact that the care was regulated and carers all had 

ñWorking with Children Checks.ò She was unaware of other regulations 

services had to follow but presumed they were doing the right thing and 

that this was being monitored.  

 

Lilly found that while getting a place was quite easy, actually choosing a 

service was quite an involved experience: 

ñI donôt know quite what the word is, I mean not so much stressful, 

but there was a lot of research to be done.ò 

Lilly felt that it was necessary to do the research before selecting a care 

arrangement so that she knew it would meet her needs and that her son 

would be cared for: 

ñI wanted to make sure he was cared for properlyé that he was 

looked after and that it suited what I needed.ò 

 

While in the end there was only one service that met the needs of Lilly 

and her child, this was not a major concern: 

ñAs long as something was available, that there wasnôté nothing.ò 

 

Lilly thought that she would reconsider her care arrangement as her child 

gets older. While many of the aspects she was looking for in a care 

arrangement this time would remain the same, there are extra things she 

would consider: 

ñProbably similar things and maybe also the educational program 

as well. I mean I did look briefly at that but it wasnôt essential and 

more interaction with kids his own age and different sorts of kids 

and stuff would be the main thing. Yeh, I would probably seriously 

think about, you know, three or four putting him in for a full day a 

week whether it be a preschool or something along those lines 
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just for the interaction with different sorts of kids and preparation 

for school and things like that.ò 

 
For now, Lilly is happy with the care arrangement she has selected. 
 

 

Charlotteôs Story 

 

Charlotte was recently looking for child care for her second child. 

Choosing a care arrangement was easy. Her eldest child was four and 

attending a council run child care centre that she was extremely happy 

with. She decided she would like her son to attend the same centre. As 

her son had a sibling already attending the centre, she found getting a 

place was easy: 

ñIt was really easy. I just said look, I want to put Jack in. Can I 

have the form and they were then just happy to accommodate.ò 

Charlotte was looking for care one day a week in order to give herself a 

break from looking after the children:  

ñI only work on my husbandôs days off so he can look after the 

kids and then they just go to day care one day a week so that I 

can get a break from looking after them.ò 

 

While having already established a positive relationship with the service 

made selecting a care arrangement for her second child easier, Charlotte 

found the temperament of her second child made leaving him in care 

harder: 

ñActually I think I had more reservations leaving Jack there even 

though Chloe had been going there for ages because, he, you 

know, the whole separation thingéBut I think thatôs his 

temperament because we canôt leave him with relatives or friends 

or anything else.ò 

 

Charlotteôs first experience of looking for child care was when her first 

child was still quite young. With the help of a friend, who was also a 
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carer, she placed her daughter into a family day care home. Charlotte 

and her husband became unhappy with the level of care their daughter 

was receiving: 

ñWe werenôt really getting what we felt to be the quality of care at 

family day care.ò  

They felt family day care was not providing their child with enough 

structure: 

ñItôs more like glorified babysitting to me. Because you know, they 

do craft and they do things but if, you know, if they just want to sit 

there and sit them in front of the telly then thatôs what theyôll do.ò 

 

Charlotte began looking for a child care centre. Location was important 

to Charlotte: 

ñI thought ok, letôs try the ones closest to me and work my way 

back.ò 

Charlotte started with a centre she drove past every day on her way into 

town but found this centre required you to put your children in for a 

minimum of two days. With Charlotte only working casually when it fitted 

around her husbands work hours, cost was an issue and they could only 

budget for one day of care a week. Switching from family day care to 

centre care meant their child care costs were already increasing: 

ñBecause we had actually come from a family day care 

environment where, you know, itôs half the price.ò 

 

Charlotte decided to try the next closest centre which was the council run 

service at which she was able to find a place for her daughter and in 

which she has since enrolled her son. Once she found out she was able 

to get a spot at this centre Charlotte asked friends what they thought: 

ñI sort of said ok, I can get a spot at Autumn-Park but how do you 

feel, had you heard good, had you heard bad about it?ò 

Most of what she heard about the centre was very positive. 
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While Charlotte was looking for a more structured environment than a 

family day care home, staff qualifications, ratios and group sizes were 

not things she considered: 

ñI didnôt even consider any of that. Because I donôt know what the 

regulations are. So I guess thatôs the thing to, because you donôt 

know I guess you just assume that they know.ò 

Charlotte presumed the quality of the service was being monitored by 

somebody else: 

ñYou presume they are following it because you assume that if 

they werenôt youôd think theyôd get closed down.ò 

While not wanting to read and memorise a lengthy document, Charlotte 

did say that she would like to be better informed about some of the 

regulations and standards centres are expected to meet: 

ñI donôt want the full, you know, if it was forty thousand pages, not 

necessarily, but maybe just the generalised thing.ò 

Charlotte was not aware of where she could access such information. 

 

Charlotte is however happy with the quality of care she is receiving for 

both her children. She likes the structured program and sense of 

community within the service: 

ñI said to them this morning we may be moving in about six weeks 

and theyôre sad to hear thatéitôs like, you know, weôre going to 

lose a member of the family.ò 

 

As Charlotte and her family are moving to a new town, she will soon be 

looking for child care again. Charlotte was, however, confident that had 

they not been moving, she would have left her son at this centre until he 

was school aged as she has done with her daughter: 

ñI didnôt think about putting her into preschool or anything like that. 

I was just happy to leave her there and, I mean sheôs happy there. 

They have a preschool program that sheôs involved in. Sheôs on 

the yellow bus and sheôs going to big school next yearé I didnôt 

really sort of think about moving her.ò 
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While not finding it difficult to access child care, and being happy with the 

arrangement she has found, Charlotte states that child care would better 

suit her family if it covered her work hours: 

ñItôs a mixture of nights, weekends and day shiftsé Iôm only 

casual so I get to choose what I do but because of the restrictions 

on the care that is given, I canôt do night shifts.ò 

While Charlotte initially wanted care to give herself a break, the restricted 

hours have made returning to work quite difficult for her and this has 

impacted on her decision to remain at home: 

ñOne was the fact that, obviously, I wanted to be there for the kids 

but then we didnôt really get an option because there is no day 

care facility to accommodate the hours we do work so itôs a case 

of yeh, pretty much had to decide to stay at home because of 

that.ò 

 

Written Parent Information 

 

There is a sixth story that can be told in order to shed further light on the 

experiences of these five women. This is the story services tell of 

themselves, through the written information they give to prospective 

parents. While it is not within the confines of this study, nor is it the 

intention of this study, to address whether services present themselves 

accurately and enact what they say they do, it is worth considering the 

written story these parents were given as they made their choices 

around child care. 

 

Winter-Side (Jane) 

ñThey give you a booklet that tells you like everything they do and 

it tells you sort of an outline of what their days involve, you know 

when they have morning tea, lunch, when they have outside 

activities and you know, sleep time and all the rest of it.ò 

 

Winter-Side provides parents who are interested in sending their children 

there with a twenty four page, bound ñparent handbook.ò The document 
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begins with background information and is then divided into the following 

fourteen sections: 

1. Mission statement 

2. Goals 

3. Philosophy 

4. Operations 

5. Fees 

6. Child Care Benefit (CCB) 

7. Payment of fees 

8. Developmental program 

9. Enrolments 

10. Routine 

11. Guidance and discipline 

12. Parent participation 

13. Health and safety 

14. General information  

 

Jane commented on the fact that this booklet enabled her to see how her 

childôs day would be structured. The routine for each room is written out 

quite specifically breaking the day into chunks of roughly fifteen or thirty 

minutes. After her child began attending the service Jane did question 

whether or not the day ran as she had perceived it would from the 

information in the booklet: 

ñSometimes I wonder, you know, how structured they really are. 

Like it says in the book that you know, they do this at certain times 

and stuff and but then he can come home and have had hardly 

any sleep andé you know for the little ones I sometimes wish it 

was a littleé they were a little bit more stricter with things.ò 

 

This apparent concern is unlikely to be the result of the service 

intentionally mis-representing what happens each day in their service. In 

the booklet, below the routine for each room, the following statement can 

be found; ñThese times are only a guide. If we are really involved in an 

activity it may run longer. If we are hungry early we may eat sooner. It 
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depends on the children on the day.ò The degree of flexibility that 

management are referring to and that imagined by the parent may vary. 

The amount of time it takes a child to settle in to a routine, especially 

around sleeping and eating, in a child care service and the things that 

occur on a daily basis to upset that routine may seem like common 

sense to centre staff but may not be apparent to parents. While it is 

important to acknowledge this mis-communication and the fact that it did 

impact on Janeôs experience, identifying the exact cause is beyond the 

limitations of this study.  

 

Another source of frustration for Jane was the information around food 

provided in the booklet: 

ñThe information that I didnôt get for him that I noticed that they did 

miss out in their book wasé they mention nothing about the fact 

that they donôt actually cater for under twos meal wise.ò 

 

In at least three places throughout the document it is stated that all 

meals are provided for children. I was unable to find anything that said 

children under two were required to bring their own meals as Jane found 

to be the case. Once again, a range of reasons could account for this 

mis-communication. Jane may have presumed staff were aware that she 

was happy for her son to have the meals provided while staff may have 

thought he was too young for the food they provide. Again, management 

may have presumed that it was a given that children that were too young 

for the meals they provide needed to bring their own.  

 

There were a number of other aspects of the service that Jane learnt 

about during her first few weeks at the centre that she felt were not 

covered in the information booklet. These included medication 

procedures and communication files. While I was able to locate 

information on each of these within the document, there are again a 

range of reasons why she may have felt under-informed around these 

issues. She may have felt overwhelmed by the amount of new 

information and focused on the things that were relevant immediately 



 

 61 

such as the daily routine and meal arrangements. These issues are also 

only dealt with briefly, so it may have been that she felt she didnôt have 

enough information or forgot reading the information that was provided. 

 

In this case Jane felt that while it would not have changed her decision 

around sending her child to this centre, more information would have 

aided her in settling into the service. This does not necessarily indicate a 

fault with the written information but the need to complement it with other 

information such as verbal communication between parents and 

management, a tour of the centre and meeting the staff, all of which Jane 

stated she did not receive: 

ñYeh. A little bit more information like this is where heôll sleep, this 

is what weôll do, this is where heôll eat his meals.ò 

 

Jane also acknowledges that in her case she did not know what 

information she wanted until she started and realised she didnôt have it. 

Staff perhaps think they are approachable and parents can ask them 

these questions at any time while parents may feel self-conscious and 

not be confident asking questions in this new environment. It is also 

noteworthy that Jane may not have been given verbal information, a tour 

or introduced to the staff as she did have a family connection with the 

owners/ directors so there may have been a presumption that she did not 

need this information and was happy leaving her child there because 

they were family.  

 

Summer-Grove (Mia) 

ñSam [the director] didnôt have to give it to me because I had 

already had it. She just gave me the paperwork that just applied to 

that particular centre.ò 

 

All Summer-Grove centres provide parents who are interested in using 

their services with the same sixteen page parent handbook. They are not 

modified to suite the individual centre. In this instance, Mia already had a 
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copy of the handbook from attending an open day at another Summer-

Grove Centre.  

 

The handbook begins with a letter to parents from the company CEO 

and a brief outline of the philosophy and history of Summer-Grove 

centres. It goes on to cover the following topics: 

¶ Our commitment to excellence 

¶ Our educational program 

¶ Partners- parents and carers 

¶ Our policies 

¶ Health and hygiene 

¶ Safety 

¶ Fees and Holidays 

 

The information in this handbook is more general than that provided in 

the Winter-Side handbook, as it is generic information for a large number 

of centres. This handbook does however state that as part of the 

enrolment and pre-registration process ñThe centre director will discuss 

important information including, Centre Policies, Daily Routine for your 

childôs room and Centre Programs.ò Again, it is beyond the scope of this 

study to examine if this happens in this service and how effective it is. 

 

The written information provided in the handbook and any information 

she was given during the enrolment process was less significant to Mia 

than it was to Jane, as Mia had already had the experience of having a 

child in care at this centre and could draw on her own knowledge of 

working in the child care sector. 

 

Occasional Care (Lilly) 

ñThey actually had an information booklet thing that had it all in it. 

So this is what they did at what hours and stuff which 

waséimportant, I didnôt want to know the kids werenôt doing 

nothing.ò 
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Occasional Care provides interested parents with a seven page parent 

handbook. The booklet covers the following topics: 

¶ Brief history 

¶ Arriving and leaving procedures 

¶ Medication 

¶ Exclusion of sick children 

¶ Parents responsibilities 

¶ Centre policies 

¶ Philosophy of the centre 

¶ Bookings 

¶ Fees 

¶ What you need to bring 

¶ Daily routine 

¶ Enrolment 

¶ Settling in 

¶ Grievance procedure 

 

Accessing information from both Occasional Care and Family Day Care 

was an important part of the decision making process for Lilly: 

ñUm, went toé well once Pip [sister] sort of told me, I actually 

went to the family day care place, got all the info, the booklets and 

even went to this ladyôs house and had a look, found out what she 

did and like, how it all worked and she gave me information, her 

information and that was like this six page booklet thing. Like the 

ins and outs of all of it and um, then I also went to occasional care 

and asked them. So I went to both the places and asked them 

what they did.ò 

 

It was important to her to know that her child would be kept busy and 

provided with a range of things to do throughout the day. While she was 

able to get some of this information from the handbooks, she also talks 
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about supporting this with her own observations when she visited the 

services: 

ñThey didnôt really go into that a whole lot on the paper but from 

what I seen when I went there, they had likeé there were lots of 

things for the kids to do.ò 

 

It is worth noting here that the written information provided by Occasional 

Care is far less comprehensive than that provided to Jane by Winter-

Side. This was not however seen as a problem by Lilly who may have 

been given more verbal information or a more informative tour of the 

centre. It is also possible that Lilly was more confident to ask questions 

than Jane.  

 

Lilly did suggest that because in her instance she had not already 

decided which service she was going to use, being able to get all the 

information from one central location in, for example, a childrenôs 

services directory for the town would have made this process easier for 

her. This does seem to contradict her comments about supporting the 

written documentation with her own observations but perhaps having the 

information about operation hours, minimum attendance hours and fees 

would have saved visiting some services that were not going to meet her 

needs.  

 

Lilly does describe the process as involving a lot of research:   

ñYeh, because I went to family day care and found all of that, went 

through all their stuff, went and had a look and went to occasional 

and got all their info and read through it all, so it was a lot of 

research to decide where to put him.ò 

 

Autumn-Park (Grace and Charlotte) 

 
Autumn-Park provides interested parents with an introductory bag which 

contains: 

¶ An Autumn-Park fridge magnet 
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¶ Choosing quality child care, a pocket guide for families from the 

National Child care Accreditation Council (NCAC) 

¶ Loose leaf sheet on choosing quality care from the NCAC 

¶ A double-sided A4 information brochure on the centre 

¶ Waiting list form 

¶ General information sheet 

¶ Aims and philosophy sheet 

 

Once a place is offered to a family, they are then given an enrolment 

package which includes: 

¶ Enrolment form 

¶ Orientation check list 

¶ Loose leaf sheet entitled óstarting day careô 

¶ Eleven page A4 óWelcome to Autumn-Parkô booklet 

¶ Parent booklet which includes a selection of centre policies 

 

It is interesting to note that neither Charlotte nor Grace mentioned the 

written documentation provided by this service as being significant to 

their experience of looking for care. There are a range of reasons for why 

this may have occurred. 

 

Firstly, in Graceôs case she needed care urgently: 

ñSo I justé I was at that stage where I needed something right 

then and there so I just rang them.ò 

 

She may not have had time to consider the written documentation. She 

also talks about having already had experiences with council run 

services as well as corporate services with her first son and having 

ñinside informationò through her workplace. She may have found these 

sources of information put her in good stead to select a quality care 

arrangement without referring to the centre documentation. She also 

talked about the importance of the serviceôs reputation: 
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ñI chose that one over the other one, just because it wasé it was 

the reputation of the centre basically.ò 

 

It was the oral stories she heard from friends and other parents that 

became a more important source of information. 

 

In Charlotteôs case, she talks about the fact that she did not consider 

indicators of quality such as staff qualifications, group size and ratios 

because she knew that all centres had to meet specific regulations that 

were monitored by somebody else. There was a presumption that 

because all centre care is regulated it would be of a similar quality.  She 

talks about selecting care by beginning with the services closest to her 

home and working her way out: 

ñI thought, ok letôs try the ones closest to me and work my way 

back out.ò 

The written information provided to parents may not have been overly 

relevant to her decision.  

 

The information provided by this service was quite extensive. The sheer 

amount of information may have put parents off reading it. Alternatively, 

it may have answered all their questions and they did not talk about it 

because, unlike Jane, they simply did not have any problems with it so it 

did not stand out in their memory as being significant. 

 

In this instance written documentation seems to have played a more 

significant role in the experiences of the two parents who were looking 

for child care for the first time. When looking at the documentation as a 

whole it is also interesting to note that while each parent spoke about the 

importance of caring, friendly staff, none of the services included, for 

example, a sheet with photos and names of the service staff.  

 

The written information makes up only one part of these parentsô 

experiences. The written information that parents received sits within the 

mesosystem of the ecological model of human development as it is a 
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form of communication that occurs between two environments directly 

involving the child, the home and the child care setting (Bronfenbrenner, 

1979). The following chapter will use the ecological model of human 

development as a framework for discussing other factors that came to 

bear on the experiences of these parents, providing an explanation of 

where each of these factors can be placed within the model and making 

links to previous research. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DISCUSSION 

 
A range of factors impacting on parentsô experiences were identified 

throughout the analysis of the data. In order to best explore these factors 

and how they came together to form the experience of looking for child 

care for these five mothers, Bronfenbrennerôs ecological model of human 

development (1979) will be used as a framework to structure the 

discussion. The diagram below shows how the data from this study sit 

within this model. 

 

Figure 2: Locating the themes within the ecological model of human 

development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) 

 

 

While this discussion provides a snap shot of what the experience of 

looking for child care for children under two years is like and answers the 
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research question for this project, it is based around the experiences of 

these five mothers in this particular location and should not be 

generalised to all families seeking child care for a child in this age group. 

As the previous chapter showed, the experience varied greatly, even 

between these five mothers. It is, however, valuable to draw attention to 

the range of issues parents may face and link these to the literature. As 

Noble (2007a, p.52) states in relation to her study, ñalthough the findings 

of this particular study may be specific to a location, sample and time, it 

is anticipated that they will stimulate further investigation [and discussion] 

into parental choice and expectations across the wider ECEC [Early 

Childhood Education and Care] professional field.ò Not only does this 

study add to the dialogue started by Nobleôs (2007a; 2007b) work, but 

will hopefully also stimulate further discussion and investigation of this 

important issue among early childhood professionals. 

 

The Child: 

ñIf he had been a really shy kid and, you know cried with new 

people and things like that it would have been harder to take him 

to a child care centre.ò 

 

Each participant in this study found that the individual needs and 

temperament of their child was something they needed to consider when 

thinking about a child care arrangement. Jane found that despite her first 

preference being family day care, her childôs happy temperament meant 

she was also comfortable settling for a child care centre. Lilly also had a 

very independent, happy child but was aware that he was used to having 

his mum or grandma around and was unsure how he would settle into a 

new care arrangement. Part of Miaôs reason for using child care related 

to the needs and temperament of her daughter, ñShe was starting to get 

really clingy and thatôs why she went into day care.ò For Grace it was 

important that the service she selected had a developmentally 

appropriate program which would aid her son who was a premature 

baby. Charlotte also found that the program was an important 

consideration when seeking care for her elder child who had a speech 
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disorder but was not as important for her younger child. Honig (2002a) 

supports this notion of some services suiting some children better than 

others and the need to find a match between the child and the service. It 

is not as simple as ranking services from highest quality to poorest 

quality.    

 

The age of their child was also a consideration for these parents. Grace, 

Lilly and Jane all expressed that, while it is not what they ended up with, 

they would prefer a home environment for their children while they were 

young. Elliott (2006) also found that many families with children under 

two years preferred family day care over centre-based care. Each parent 

also believed that the educational aspect of child care and the services 

program would become more important as their children got older. While 

not referring specifically to the educational program, Noble (2007a) also 

found that parents felt that the needs of their children would change over 

time. However, the results of the present study differ to the results of the 

study conducted by Puiling et al. (2001, p.389) which indicated that 

ñparents with children 3 years of age or above did not differ from parents 

with children  below 3 in their perceived importance of educational 

components in DC [day care] services.ò   

 

Research indicates that while it may not look like what has been 

traditionally known as a formal learning program, childrenôs experiences 

in the early years of life have a significant impact on their growth and 

brain development (Greenman, 2005; Papalia & Wendkos Olds, 1989). A 

strong educational program for infants and toddlers should be rich in 

adult/child interactions and provide opportunities for children to explore in 

a supportive environment (Greenman, 2005). When these parents stated 

that they thought the educational program became more important as 

their children got older, they were perhaps thinking of a more 

preschool/school program. It is also possible that they are unaware of 

the educational and developmental benefits of a high quality infants and 

toddlers program for their child or the significant growth and development 

that occurs during the first three years of life, supporting Greenmanôs 
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(2005) suggestion that programs for infants and toddlers carry the lowest 

status despite their complexity.  

 

Microsystem:  

Within the microsystem I will look at issues related to the individual family 

and the early childhood services and the impact they had on the 

experiences of these parents. As the child is physically involved and 

affected in a direct way by both these settings, they are best placed 

within the microsystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), ñthe system of 

contextual influence closest to the childò (Bowes & Hayes, 2004, p.8).  

 

The Family 

ñI chose to try the council ones first because my oldest son Iôd had 

in one of the council run child care centres here and was quite 

happy with that.ò 

 

The previous experiences of the family around child care were important. 

Charlotte, Grace and Mia were all influenced by previous experiences 

they, or other family and friends, had had with services. These included 

both positive and negative experiences. Both Charlotte and Mia chose to 

use the same services they had used with their first children as they 

were happy with them, while Grace drew on both positive and negative 

experiences she had had with her first child to help her make her 

decision. While it seems obvious that parents would be influenced by 

their previous experiences with child care services, I am unable to find 

other studies that touch on this issue. However, Noble (2007a) found that 

parents drew on the previous experiences of other parents who had used 

early childhood services. 

 

Following on from this, the family having a pre-existing relationship with 

the service was also an influencing factor for a number of these mothers. 

Mia talked about the connection her family had developed with the 

service, firstly through her stepmotherôs child going there and then her 

son, and now her daughter, ñItôs basically just come down the family sort 
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of thing.ò Mia and Charlotte both found the connection they had 

developed with these services made the experience easier. In Janeôs 

case, there was a family connection to the owners-  ñWe had to look at a 

day care centre and I sort of felt I couldnôt look past them.ò This 

connection was viewed by Jane as having both a positive and negative 

impact as she had the security of the family connection but also felt she 

could not look elsewhere. There is little research relating to the way pre-

existing relationships and family connections can assist in providing 

security, or limit care options even further for parents as they are faced 

with feelings of obligation. Morda et al. (1999) found in their study on 

child care in a small Queensland community that some parents found 

that, with family day care being the predominant form of care available in 

a community in which everyone knew everyone else, pre-existing 

relationships or perceptions of people did limit the care options for some 

parents. Some parents reported not wanting to use certain family day 

care arrangements as they did not like the care giver, illustrating yet 

another way in which pre-existing relationships can limit care options for 

parents, especially in small communities. 

 

The family set up may also impact on whether parents choose to put 

their children into care when they are under two years old. Unlike school 

choice, the first decision for these families is whether or not they will 

actually use child care. There are a number of reasons why parents may 

choose to place their child in care for part of the week. The reasons 

stated by the parents in this study included the need for the mother to 

return to work as well as the need for the mother to have a break from 

the children or child. Ruuskanen (2007) writes about the importance of 

all parents with young children finding a balance between employment, 

house hold work, caring for children and leisure time. Each of the five 

mothers in this study has tried to do this by working on a casual or part 

time basis. Ruuskanen (2007) also found that many families were turning 

to this option and that it was predominantly the mother that would 

combine caring for children with part time work which was also the case 

for the five families in this study.  
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Each family is unique and the process they go through when making 

decisions will vary accordingly. In Janeôs case, she and her husband 

made the decision around child care together. Mia stated that ñItôs talked 

over in the family but I make the decision,ò signalling a slightly different 

process to Jane. Lilly stated that as ñthe woman of the houseò the 

decision was hers to make while Grace made the decision alone this 

time due to time constraints but suggested she would otherwise consult 

her husband. It is interesting to note that while some participants talked 

about making the decision with their partner or discussing it as a family, 

the primary responsibility rested with the mother and it was only mothers 

who volunteered to be interviewed about the process. The assertions 

made by Wearing (1984) around the mother having the primary 

responsibility for children and child care still appear to ring true with 

these five participants. The process of making the decision will be 

different for every family, depending on the family structure and the roles 

of each family member, but in these five cases were still predominantly 

the responsibility of the mother.  

 

The Service 

Features of the actual services they looked at also influenced these 

parents. As discussed in the previous chapter, each of the services in 

this study provided parents with written information about their service. 

This had greater significance for Jane and Lilly who were looking for 

child care for the first time. 

 

Service operating hours were not a big concern to this group of mothers, 

however, services requiring children to attend for a minimum number of 

hours or days were. For example, Charlotte noted, 

ñThey were saying that I had to have a minimum of two days and all 

that sort of thing and at the time the cost was, you know, fifty what 

ever dollars a day and you know, two days a weeké thatôs not what 

we budgeted for.ò 
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Charlotteôs first choice of child care centre was ruled out straight away as 

they had a minimum of two days a week and this was more then her 

family could afford. A lack of choice around the number of days they 

could access was also a problem reported by 38% of participants in the 

Choice Magazine survey (ñCaring for Kidsò, 2006). This may be related 

to minimum numbers of days as well as not being able to access enough 

days.  

 

Lilly faced a similar situation: 

ñFamily Day Care itôs sort of pretty strict. Like thereôs um, a minimum 

four hours.ò 

As Lilly only worked one and a half hours in the middle of the day her 

first choice, which was family day care, was also ruled out due to the 

minimum four hours they required you to pay, although this could be 

higher depending on the carer. The carer she was offered had a five 

hour minimum. She did not even look at any child care centres knowing 

she would have to pay for the full day. Cassells et al. (2005) also found 

that 20% of the participants in their study with children under school age 

had difficulty accessing care for the hours they needed. These may be 

parents with similar needs to Lilly, or they may be parents with irregular 

work hours, such as shift workers, who experienced similar problems to 

Charlotte around accessing care for night and weekend work. 

 

Each of the five participants placed a different level of importance on the 

location of the services. For Charlotte, the location of the service was the 

first thing she considered: 

ñWhat I did was, we live up this end of town so I thought, ok letôs try 

the ones closest to me and work my way back out.ò 

Grace believed that other features of the service were more important 

than the location: 

ñThis time I had the choice, it was across the road from my work, like 

literally across the road, and the other one was the other side of town 

but I chose that one anyway.ò 
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Mia narrowed her list down to two services, at which point she decided to 

go for the more convenient location. Location was not a major 

consideration for Jane and Lilly, provided it was not completely out of 

their way and both ended up with services that were conveniently 

located.  Cassells et al. (2005) found that 18% of their participants 

experienced difficulty accessing a service in the right location. Location 

may become more significant, and more of a problem, for parents living 

in larger cities or more remote, isolated locations. In the study carried out 

by Peyton et al. (2001) 21.7% of participants considered practical 

features of a service such as location, operating hours and cost to be the 

most important factor when making their choice. Of these practical 

factors, location was the most common. This is not to say other 

participants in this study did not also consider location but they were only 

able to identify the one most important feature. 

 

The cost of care was also something which these parents had to 

consider. For Jane it was something she needed to think about but was 

not an influencing factor as she was unsure how much CCB she would 

receive, making it difficult to calculate how much she would actually be 

spending on child care. Grace and Mia also found it was not a major 

consideration. For Lilly cost was important as she was only working the 

hour and a half a week and it was important to her to find a service that 

allowed her to only pay for the hours she used. Charlotte also found cost 

a major consideration. While she did decide other considerations were 

more important, changing from a Family Day Care arrangement to 

centre-based care that cost almost twice as much did impact on the 

number of days her children could attend. Notably even when they 

considered cost to be a major consideration, none of the four participants 

using long day care went and priced a range of services. Participants 

believed that there would be little difference in the cost of each centre-

based service. 

 

The physical environment is another important feature of a care 

arrangement. Cryer (1999) repeatedly uses the word ñsafeò when 
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referring to the quality of the physical environment and furnishings. The 

New South Wales Curriculum Framework for Childrenôs Services (DoCS, 

2002, p.103) also acknowledges that ensuring services are providing an 

environment which is ñhealthy and safe is a basic concern.ò This 

matches with the words used by Jane who stated that ñeverything looked 

clean and tidyò and ñIt was clean and safe. That was the main thing.ò 

 

Lilly thought it was important that there was enough space- ñJust not put 

in a little section and say, you know, roped off sort of thing, so they had 

plenty of room to run around.ò The New South Wales Curriculum 

Framework for Childrenôs Services (DoCS, 2002, p.102) also supports 

the notion of providing children with ñsufficient well-organised space.ò 

Experts suggest that while health, safety and adequate space are 

important aspects of the physical environment, there are other things we 

should also be looking for (Greenman, 2005). The literature suggests 

that we also need to consider the amount of softness in the environment 

ensuring we are not only providing hard surfaces; the range of textures; 

the amount of natural light; whether the environment promotes the child 

as competent; whether childrenôs learning is represented in displays; 

whether there are spaces for children to socialise and spaces for them to 

be alone; if the environment is aesthetically pleasing; if there are objects 

that represent the people in the service; whether there are materials that 

can be used in a variety of ways; and whether some adult-sized furniture 

is provided for adults and children to sit together (Arthur, Beecher, 

Death, Dockett & Farmer, 2005; DoCS, 2002; Fraser, 200; Greenman, 

2005). None of these features were mentioned by any of the participants 

in this study, perhaps signifying what Honig (2002a) pointed out about 

the knowledge base of early childhood experts not being available to 

parents to aid them in their decision making. 

 

Given that Mia works in childrenôs services, this raises another question- 

Is this knowledge base available to all professionals? Do people working 

in childrenôs services have access to the latest research? Are they taking 

part in professional development? While this is only one individual and 
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these questions can not be answered from this study, it is a significant 

point to consider and could be explored further.  

 

Despite each participant believing the program would become more of a 

consideration as their child got older, there were particular aspects each 

of them were looking for in terms of programming and routine. Charlotte 

had previously used family day care but was looking for the ñstructureò 

and ñroutineò of a child care centre this time around. Grace placed an 

emphasis on the service providing good developmentally appropriate 

programming to help her son develop, especially physically. While Mia 

and Lilly both said the program was not overly important, they both 

wanted to know that their child would be occupied through out the day. 

Lilly stated that she ñdidnôt really expect him to count to one hundred or 

anything at his age but having things to do.ò For Jane and Charlotte 

having a routine was important. For Jane it was important that this 

routine fit with what they did at home. Noble (2007a) also found that it 

was important to parents that their early childhood service provided a 

routine and that both children and parents were kept informed of the 

routine. While Noble (2007a) found that parents wanted to be able to see 

this routine, they also wanted it to be flexible enough to meet the 

individual needs of their child. This reflects what Jane was looking for. 

 

Corporate child care has grown in Australia and made up five of the 

eleven regulated child care options in this town. This was viewed 

differently by each participant in this study. It was irrelevant to Lilly who 

did not view centre care as an option and Jane who only approached the 

centre with which she had a family connection. Charlotte liked the fact 

that she was using a council run service; ñI just thought, at least youôre 

putting back into the community a little bit, rather than making money for 

some rich guyò but was not against using a privately owned or corporate 

service. 

 

It was a more significant factor for both Mia and Grace. Mia was keen to 

send her child to a Summer-Grove centre;  
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ñI actually like it now that itôs a Summer-Grove Centre, I donôt 

know, because Iôm in child care I think itôs a bit more professional 

actually.ò  

Mia liked the fact that staff were required to where a uniform with the 

company logo and that all documents were printed on the companyôs 

letter head. Grace had a different view on Summer-Grove services and 

was eager to avoid using them if she could;  

ñI kind of had my own experience with that and around the 

problems with their programming and how they work it. Because 

theyôre such big business, you know, all of those kinds of things 

really, um you know, had an impact so now I prefer not to use 

Summer-Grove centres where I can.ò 

 

Graceôs perspective seems to sit best with what previous research has 

found about the quality of for-profit child care services. As stated in the 

literature review, Cleveland et al. (2007) found that non-profit early 

childhood services generally produced a higher level of care than for-

profit services. The study suggested that while all services in Australia 

where subject to the same regulations and accreditation processes, large 

shareholder companies were more likely to only meet these at a 

minimum level. While Grace drew on her own previous experiences, she 

also works for a government body involved in regulating childrenôs 

services and acknowledges that she had what she considered to be 

ñinside information,ò perhaps accounting for why her perspective 

provided a closer match to current expert opinion than the other 

participants. This again highlights the significance of Honigôs (2002a) 

statement around professional knowledge not being readily available to 

parents. 

 

The staff of the services was something each participant considered. 

Neither Jane, Mia, Charlotte nor Lilly considered staff qualifications to be 

important. This differs to what Puiling Liu et al. (2001) and Noble (2007a) 

found which was that parents did consider it important to have trained 

and qualified staff working in their childôs early childhood service. While 
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Noble (2007a) does not specify which age group these children are in, 

Puiling Liu et al. (2001) points out that in their study this did not differ if 

the child was younger than three or older than three. The fact that four of 

the participants in the current study did not view qualified staff as 

important is interesting as research also shows that having qualified staff 

is a significant indicator of quality (ACOSS, 2006; Clarke-Stewart & 

Allhusen, 2002; DoCS, 2002; Ochiltree, 1994; Press, 2006). 

 

Grace, however, did believe that staff qualifications were important. It is 

possible that Graceôs professional background accounts for her view 

sitting more comfortably with what the research says about qualifications. 

It is, once again, likely that the other participants are unaware of the 

benefits of having trained staff (Honig, 2002b). None of them recalled 

using websites or professional bodies when making their decision, which 

is where such information would most likely be accessed unless provided 

by individual services [which it was not in these five cases]. 

 

Grace also suggested that staff retention rates were important in terms of 

providing continuity of care and demonstrating that it was an 

environment in which people enjoy working. Continuity of care givers has 

been shown to have advantages for children, parents and caregivers 

(Baker & Manfredi/Petitt, 2004; McKim, 2000). It enables the child and 

care giver to develop a strong relationship, often reducing parental 

concerns about leaving their child in care. It also allows the caregiver to 

get to know the childôs family and reduces the amount of times parents 

have to trust new people to care for their young child (Baker & 

Manfredi/Petitt, 2004; McKim, 2000). 

 

Grace and Jane also identified that the age and experiences of the staff 

were important. Jane liked having some older women who had been 

mothers themselves and felt they would be better at settling the younger 

children. While not specifically referring to the age of the care givers, 

Noble (2007a, p.26) also found that parents wanted staff to adopt ña 

ópseudoô parent roleò in order to provide the child with a high level of 
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emotional support.  Jane felt that older care givers were more able to do 

this. Grace believed that there needed to be a variety in the age of staff 

so there were some older members of staff who had life experience but 

also younger members of staff with the ñmost recent trainingò and ñnew 

ideas.ò Graceôs statement indicates a presumption that all new/young 

staff entering the child care sector undergo some form of training. While 

all services are required to ñmake provision for the training and 

development of primary contact staffò (DoCS, 2004) and ensure staff 

have a basic understanding of child development and safe and healthy 

practices, only a certain number of staff members are required to hold 

formal qualifications. This means that in reality, young staff may be 

entering a service with no training, and may not provide the freshest and 

latest ideas. I am unable to find any research that examines the impact 

of staff age on child care services. 

 

Jane recalls the staff being ñniceò and all five participants voiced the 

need for the staff to genuinely care about their child. The participantsô 

descriptions of caring staff fits with the qualities of effective staff put 

forward in the literature review which include: being attuned to the 

individual temperament and personality of a child, being culturally 

sensitive, being responsive to children and being willing to interact and 

play with children (Honig, 2002b; Stephen, Dunlop & Trevarther, 2003). 

 

Mesosystem:  

As stated in the methodology chapter, the mesosytem is made up of the 

relationships between different parts of the microsystem, including 

communication between and perceptions of different environments 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). As this study focuses on the experience of 

actually selecting a care arrangement, many of these relationships are 

only just beginning to develop unless a prior connection existed. By 

revisiting the formal written communication that occurred between 

services and parents, as well as looking at participantsô perceptions of 

early childhood services, insight can be gained into the foundations from 

which these relationships will develop.  
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Written Communication 

As shown in the previous chapter the written information provided to 

parents made up a significant part of the communication between the 

childôs home and potential care setting, especially for Jane and Lilly who 

were looking for care for the first time. It is interesting to note that in 

Janeôs case this was basically the only communication between the 

childôs home/family and potential care arrangement. Lilly had more 

verbal communication with her potential care arrangements in addition to 

this more formal written communication and believed that she had been 

given adequate information where as Jane did not, potentially 

highlighting the benefit of supporting formal written communication with 

less formal verbal communication. 

  

Perceptions of the early childhood service 

Jane and Lilly also had pre-existing perceptions about what early 

childhood care and education services would be like, which also makes 

up part of their experience. Jane had a positive perception of child care 

centres and believed that her child would be kept busy and learn a range 

of things. This is interesting given she did not consider that the program 

was overly important when making her decision. Lilly also had a positive 

perception, believing her child would be given the opportunity to interact 

with a range of other children. These perceptions were developed 

predominantly through communication with friends, family and other 

parents and fit with what research shows about the social and cognitive 

benefits children can gain from attending an early childhood care and 

education setting (Clarke-Stewart & Allhusen, 2002; Cleveland & 

Krashinsky, 2003; Elliott, 2006). Despite the literature indicating that 

belonging to high quality early childhood service can also have benefits 

for parents and families (Clarke-Stewart & Allhusen, 2002; Elliott, 2006; 

Honig, 2002a; Sims & Hutchins, 1996) the perceptions of these two 

parents were solely about the impact the service would have on their 

child and did not extend to the rest of the family. 
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As Mia, Grace and Charlotte were all looking for care for the second 

time, their perceptions of child care services were based on their own 

previous experiences which were discussed earlier in this chapter. 

Charlotte did, however, recall trying not to develop pre-conceived notions 

of child care services based on the horror stories you see on television 

when looking for care for her first child. She said she had to constantly 

remind herself that they only show the bad things on television and not 

all the good things that happen in early childhood care and education 

services.  

 

Exosystem:  

Within the exosystem I have looked at issues related to the workplaces 

of the parents, government and regulatory bodies as well as the wider 

community. These have each been placed within the exosystem as, 

while they may not involve the child immediately, they still may impact on 

the child in a significant way (Berk, 2003; Bronfenbrenner, 1979). By 

placing each of these factors within the exosystem the impact the child 

can also have on these environments, in this instance, specifically the 

parentsô workplace also becomes apparent (Bowes & Hayes, 2004).  

 

Workplace 

The work place of the five participants impacted on their experiences. 

Grace and Jane were both able to return to their jobs on a part time 

basis after having children. They both also had flexibility around which 

three days they decided to work. Grace was even able to switch days 

when she changed care arrangements. Both found that they worked 

ñregularò hours that were covered by all the child care services in town. 

While returning to work made the experience a necessity for these two 

parents, the flexibility they had within their work places also made it 

easier.  

 

Being a family day care carer also gave Mia the flexibility of being able to 

have her child with her and work at the same time. This meant child care 

was not a necessity in order for Mia to return to work. She did state, 
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however, that having her child in care for her day off did make it easier 

for her to prepare and have her house clean each week for the following 

four days of work. 

 

Lilly only worked on a casual basis for one and a half hours a week so 

when she didnôt work, she didnôt get paid. She also didnôt get work during 

the school holidays. This meant that it was important to her to find a 

service that allowed her to only pay for the hours she used, meaning that 

occasional care was the only service that met her needs. As she stated, 

ñThe more I thought about it, I donôt work I donôt have moneyéwhich 

pays for the care.ò 

 

Returning to work in more than a casual capacity was not an option for 

Charlotte as her job required her to work shifts which included nights and 

weekends. Her husband was also a shift worker. This meant Charlotte 

could only take shifts when her husband was at home and able to care 

for their children. Charlotte did find that being a causal gave her the 

flexibility to do this but also stated that had there been a regulated child 

care service that covered the hours she would have been required to 

work she would have used it. Kapsalakis and Clyde (1999) and Coombe 

(1995) also found that accessing child care was harder for shift working 

parents or parents with changing rosters. This not only illustrates the way 

in which parts of the exosystem impact on the child, but the impact the 

child can have on parts of the exosystem, such as the shifts parents are 

able to work. 

 

The fact that Charlotte was unable to return to employment due to a lack 

of child care that catered for the hours she needed is significant. Not only 

can the mother not being able to return to paid employment place a 

financial strain on the family, but McKim (2000) also found that mothers 

who had a preference to work but were staying at home with their 

children, or mothers who wished to stay home with their children but 

were employed, were more depressed than mothers whose employment 

preference matched their employment situation.  It is also significant as 
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the setting for this study was a mining town that also had a number of 

other businesses employing large numbers of shift workers. 

 

Government /regulatory bodies 

Working on a casual basis and earning a different amount each week 

also made accessing the CCB harder for Charlotteôs family. The amount 

of CCB a family receives is based on their income. When parents work 

on a casual basis, or do different shifts each week, it is hard to predict a 

regular income. Charlotte and her family found it was easiest to just 

claim the smallest amount possible each week and wait to get the rest 

with their tax return to avoid underestimating their income and having to 

pay money back; ñBecause I canôt give a definite óhow much Iôm going to 

earnô so I just feel like even though it is more expensive per week, you 

know, to get the bonus at the end of the year, just so be it.ò While 

Charlotteôs family was able to work it this way, some families working on 

a casual basis may not be able to afford to pay the extra each week. 

 

Mia and Grace were both able to draw on their previous experiences to 

calculate approximately how much CCB they would receive and knew 

how to use the system. Jane had no idea how much of a subsidy she 

would receive each week and stated that she just had to wait and see. 

While cost was not a big issue for her, this did mean she had little idea 

exactly how much she would be spending on child care.   

 

In terms of regulations and accreditation, each participant knew that they 

existed but were unsure of the differences between the two and the 

actual purpose each served. Lilly liked the fact that all staff had to have a 

Working with Children Check but was unaware of what any of the other 

regulations were. She did not think that she needed to know. Jane and 

Charlotte knew there were regulations in place but did not know what 

any of them were and just presumed the services were following them. 

Notably, throughout her second interview, Charlotte began to reconsider 

this stating;  
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ñYeh and like, you presume that they are following it because you 

assume if they werenôt youôd think that theyôd get closed down, but 

yeh, if no one knows, I guessé yeh, I donôt know.ò  

Charlotte thought she would like to know some of the basic regulations 

such as ratios without having to read through a lengthy document.   

 

There appeared to be a presumption from some participants that 

regulated and accredited services would all be of equal quality. Previous 

research suggests that this may not be the case as regulations and 

accreditation processes can be met at a minimal level which does not 

always sit with what experts believe constitutes a high quality service 

(Cleveland et al., 2007; Press, 2006).  Other providers will move beyond 

this and strive to create the best service possible. Grace found that 

although they were accredited and met state regulations, there were 

some services she would not have used. This may again be linked to 

Graceôs professional knowledge and understanding of the differences 

between services. 

 

Community 

The amount of choice available within the local community can impact 

significantly on a parentôs experience of looking for child care. In some 

communities the decision may be whether or not to use the one available 

service. In other communities there may be a large number of services to 

choose from. In the community that provided the setting for this study 

there were eleven regulated child care services to select from. Mia, 

Grace and Charlotte found they had plenty of services to choose from. 

Jane was not affected by the amount of choice as once she decided to 

use centre-based care she felt she could only select the service with 

which she had a family connection. While there were eleven options 

there was only one service that met Lillyôs needs in terms of only using it 

for a few hours a week. Lilly did not however consider this to be a major 

problem, ñAs long as there was something available, that there wasnôt 

nothing.ò 
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The reputation of the service within the community was important. Each 

of the five participants talked about getting advice from friends, family 

and other parents who had used the services. This was not a surprising 

finding  as Noble (2007a, p.27) also found in her study that ñobtaining the 

opinions of others who had utilized the ECEC [Early Childhood 

Education and Care] service beforehand, and who therefore had 

previous experience, was important to parents in considering ECEC 

services.ò None of the participants mentioned being influenced by any 

other form of advertising. It is also interesting to note that Mia recalled 

hearing about Summer-Grove centres from a parent using one in another 

town but was still influenced by the positive things she had to say about 

the centre she was using. Mia thought that the good reputation she had 

heard about could be generalised to all their services. 

 

Macrosystem:  

We are all unavoidably influenced on a daily basis by the values and 

attitudes of the society and culture to which we belong. We can therefore 

not fully understand the experience of choosing a child care option 

without examining the impact such values and attitudes have. By 

including the perceptions and attitudes towards childhood and parenting 

that participants were exposed to, the broader influences on parents, 

which make the decisions they make easier or harder, can be explored. 

Looking at these perceptions within the macrosystem also highlights 

what Bronfenbrenner (179, p.26) refers to as the different ñsubculturesò 

and ñbelief systemsò which exist within society. 

 

Perceptions/attitudes towards childhood and parenting 

The experiences of participants in this study were influenced by varying 

societal attitudes and perceptions. Lilly believed that mothers should stay 

at home with their children. She believed this attitude was partly 

developed based on her own upbringing in which her mother stayed at 

home and looked after her and her siblings. This impacted on Lillyôs 

decision to only return to work for one and a half hours a week and to 

only have her son in care for this number of hours. Lillyôs views on 
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parenting are in keeping with the ñideology of motherhoodò put forward 

by Wearing (1984). According to Wearing (1984, p.60) one of the major 

tenants of the ideology of motherhood is that ñyoung children need their 

mothers in constant attendanceò and that women find fulfilment in 

motherhood. This shows that despite changes in society, traditional 

views of parenting and motherhood researched in the 1980s still exist 

and influence parents. 

 

Mia presented a different attitude towards childhood and parenting. She 

believed that it was important for children to be individuals and 

independent even from a young age. This impacted on her decision to 

put her daughter into care to prevent her from getting too ñclingyò, 

demonstrating a view on parenting quite different from Lillyôs. 

 

Grace and Jane had similar attitudes towards parenting. While both 

thought that it would be nice to stay at home with their children while they 

were young, neither believed this was really an option as they needed to 

work in order to do the things they wanted to do, for example own their 

own homes. Both mentioned experiencing guilt about leaving their young 

children in care, revealing traces of the ñideology of motherhoodò put 

forward by Wearing (1984), but thought most parents were in similar 

situations to them. Wearing found (1984) that many women who return to 

work do so on top of, rather than in place of, child care and household 

responsibilities and end up in what she refers to as a ñsuperwomenò 

situation in which they are doing too much. In order to create some sort 

of balance, both these mothers returned to work on a part time basis.  

 

Having already noted that there are a range of popular attitudes towards 

childhood and parenting within our society that have changed over time, 

it is worth looking at how two of the participants dealt with people having 

different attitudes to their own. Mia found a lot of people around her 

could not understand why she would put her child in care when she did 

not have to, especially when she worked in the child care sector herself. 

While Mia was happy to shrug this off, it demonstrates that these people 
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may not have shared Miaôs view of the child needing to be independent, 

may have viewed child care as a necessity rather than an experience 

that is beneficial to the child, and also may not have understood the 

stimulation and satisfaction Mia gained from working rather than only 

caring for her own child full time. In another group of people, for example 

a group of early childhood professionals, Miaôs decision may have 

seemed more acceptable and not been questioned. 

 

While Jane felt that returning to work was a necessity for most parents, 

she had an older aunty in her family who disagreed. Janeôs aunty felt that 

there was no point having children if you were not going to stay home 

and raise them. The fact that these comments came from an older 

relative shows how societal attitudes towards parenting change over time 

and context. Like Mia, Jane tried to ignore these contradicting attitudes. 

While this did not change Janeôs mind about returning to work, it did 

impact on her experience as it added to her feelings of guilt about 

leaving her child. 

 

Chronosystem:  

Bronfenbrenner added the chronosystem to his model to acknowledge 

that individuals and the contexts that they are influenced by will change 

over time (Paquette & Ryan, 2001). This is most apparent in the present 

study when looking at attitudes towards childhood and parenting. The 

fact that all five women were employed in some capacity shows a shift 

from the days when women were expected to stay at home and raise 

children.  

 

In the context of this study, the individual child will change over time and, 

as indicated by a number of the participants, what they need in a care 

arrangement may also change accordingly. Families may change and 

parents work arrangements my change. Jane stated that her work place 

would only allow her to work part time until her child was two. This 

change in her work context will mean seeking extra days of care for her 

son, and perhaps reviewing her current arrangements.  
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Some families may only look for child care once, but other families will 

experience a change in their practical needs, the needs of their child and 

what they consider important in a care arrangement and will go through 

the experience a number of times. This study provides a snapshot at one 

particular time, based on one particular experience. As time goes by the 

contexts and circumstances of these five mothers and their children and 

families will change, meaning their future experiences around choosing 

child care may be very different. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

CONCLUSION 

 

This study has contributed to what we know about the experience of 

finding a child care arrangement, specifically for a child under two years 

of age, for both new and second time parents. Many of the findings of 

this study support what has been found in previous research, especially 

the recent work of Noble (2007a; 2007b). Some contradictory findings 

provide opportunity for discussion and further investigation. 

 

This study has found that there are a range of factors that parents 

consider and are influenced by when selecting a care arrangement for 

their child. What is important to one parent may be less significant to 

another. However, having parents identify one most important factor 

without addressing the way in which a range of influences come together 

within a local context to create their final choices does not provide a 

complete picture, meaning further qualitative studies such as this one are 

needed to fill the gaps generated by simple response and ranking 

surveys. 

 

The mothers in this study had features they wanted in a service but were 

also faced with a range of pragmatic considerations such as cost or 

minimum days, supporting the findings of Noble (2007a; 2007b) and 

Peyton et al. (2001). They also considered the individual needs and 

temperament of their child. This highlights the need for parents to find a 

service that matches the needs of their child and family. A service that 

one family finds ideal may be inappropriate for another child or family. 

While there are particular indicators of a high quality service, equal 

emphasis needs to be placed on families finding a service that works for 

them. 

 

Despite the importance of finding a service that works for the individual 

family and child, like Noble (2007a), this study also found that word of 
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mouth communication and the opinions and experiences of other parents 

played a significant role in the decision making process for these five 

mothers. None of the participants recalled being influenced by any other 

form of advertising or using other sources of information such as 

websites or professional organisations. This is a point that could be 

investigated further.  

 
  
The difficulties faced by shift working parents in terms of being able to 

access child care that enables them to work weekends and night shifts is 

also highlighted in the present study. While the restrictions of shift work 

were only an issue for one parent in this study, it is a problem that was 

also found by Kapsalakis and Clyde (1999) as well as Coombe (1995). 

Further research could look into the level of need for child care for shift 

working parents within this community that does have a number of large 

employers of shift workers.  

 

Unlike previous research, this study found that staff qualifications were 

not important to most of the participating parents. It also found that in 

terms of quality, some parents did not know what they were looking for 

and assumed that because services were regulated and accredited, this 

was not something they needed to consider. The literature review, 

however, showed that expert opinion on what constitutes high quality 

and what is regulated do not always match and that services can meet 

regulations at the minimum level (Press, 2006). The fact that Grace, who 

worked for a government body involved in regulating childrenôs services, 

often had an opinion that was different to the other parents and sat better 

with expert opinion is also an interesting finding.  This all fits with what 

Honig (2002a) states around the knowledge base of early childhood 

professionals not being readily available to parents. Parents can not 

demand quality if they are unsure of what it looks like. Parentsô 

understandings of the regulations and accreditation process could also 

provide a direction for further study, as could talking to parents who 

chose not to use regulated child care.  
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Another interesting finding was the importance some parents placed on 

the age of the staff in the service. That is the desire for older staff who 

had been mothers themselves by Jane as well as Graceôs belief that 

there are benefits to having a range of ages among the service staff. I 

have been unable to find any research on the impact of staff age on the 

quality of care for infants and toddlers nor is it something that parents in 

past studies have identified as an influencing factor on their decision. 

This could also provide a direction for further research. 

 

While not being the intention of this study, all participants were only 

working on a part time basis, using child care for no more than three 

days a week, perhaps contributing to why they did not have a lot of 

difficulties finding care. This can be accounted for by the fact that the 

services used to recruit participants all had very few children less than 

two years old attending full time. The Australian Bureau of Statistics 

(ABS, 2006b) also reports that only 7% of children under the age of one 

year [and 31% of children under 2 years] are in formal child care. 

Furthermore ñless than one-fifth (17%) of children who used child care on 

a week day used it for all five days, and half used it for only one or two 

week daysò (ABS, 2006b). Parents who do have their young child in full 

time care are also less likely to have time to participate in research as 

they are more likely to be working longer hours or have other time 

commitments. Further research could target parents returning to work full 

time, investigating whether this makes finding care harder or changes 

what they are looking for in a care arrangement. Again, while not being 

intentional, only mothers volunteered to take part in the present study. 

Further research could target fathers or grandparents who are the 

primary caregivers of young children. Conducting focus group interviews 

with both parents, siblings and any other family members may also 

provide further insight into what the experience is like for the whole 

family unit. Talking to care providers may also provide an interesting 

contrast and insight into how well professionals understand what the 

experience is like for parents.  
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The present study was carried out in a regional city with a population of 

between 30 000 and 40 000 (ABS, 2006a). Noble (2007a; 2007b) 

conducted her study in a community of 3500, located 25 kilometres from 

a regional city. The experiences of parents living in the city or in more 

remote locations may be very different. While past research (Morda et 

al., 1999) shows that what parents in the city and in remote and rural 

locations want in a care arrangement are much the same, research also 

indicates that accessing services becomes much harder for families in 

isolated locations (Morda et al., 1999; Simpson & White, 2000) while 

longer waiting lists become more of a problem for parents in the inner 

suburbs of Sydney. Further research could build on previous studies 

such as Simpson and Whiteôs (2000) talking to parents in isolated areas 

about access to child care and how they manage to balance work and 

family life. A similar study could be conducted in an inner-city or 

suburban location. 

 

However, while there is a need to look at the issue in various contexts, 

the limitations of labelling a setting as remote, rural, regional or inner-city 

also need to be acknowledged. As Hudak and Kihn (2001, p.3) state, 

ñlabelling is indeed ubiquitousò and evokes a range of stereotypes. The 

label ñruralò will evoke a range of stereotypes, possibly differing if you are 

from a rural location yourself or an urban location. Within any community, 

be it remote, regional or urban there will be a range of people with a 

range of experiences. The variety amongst these five women highlights 

this. It is possible that the experience of a family living in rural New South 

Wales bears greater similarity to that of a family in inner-Sydney than to 

the family living across the road. The importance of the individual place 

also needs to be acknowledged (McConaghy, 2002). Every individual 

location, regardless of whether it is labelled ñruralò or ñremoteò will come 

with its own set of issues, which may or may not match with the 

stereotype evoked by its particular label, and which may impact on a 

familyôs experience of seeking child care. The way a family experiences 

that place and locate themselves within the community may also have an 
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impact (McConaghy, 2002). It is important to consider the issue within a 

range of locations, but a consideration of the stereotypes evoked by the 

labels we give these locations and a finer grain of analysis and attention 

to individual stories, as this study has provided, is also required. 

 

Implications for a range of stakeholders: 

For me, as someone beginning a career in the early childhood field, this 

study has shown me the value of listening to parents. If you are willing to 

ask the questions and show a genuine interest in what they have to say, 

parents will make the time and talk with you. This will be valuable for me 

to remember, not only when conducting research in the future, but also in 

my role as a practicing teacher. I should never presume that parents are 

too busy or disinterested in the service or school which I work in. As a 

young, childless person, listening to these parents has also opened my 

eyes to the complexity of family life and the range of issues parents need 

to consider when looking for a care arrangement. As a professional I 

should not be judgemental of the choices parents make but work to 

support the child and family. 

 

The impact this study has had on me personally as a pre-service early 

childhood teacher has also highlighted possible implications for early 

childhood teacher education programs. This study highlights the need for 

early childhood professionals to be sensitive to the individual needs of 

families and children and move beyond the image of the perfect ñhigh 

qualityò service to also consider what works for individual families within 

particular contexts. There also needs to be a focus on the range of 

environments that impact on the child and family, as shown through 

Bronfenbrennerôs ecological model of human development (1979). This 

importance of context and the individual family needs to be prominent in 

course work and also feature in professional development opportunities 

for practicing early childhood professionals.  

 

This study also has implications for the early childhood profession as a 

whole. This study has highlighted the need for us as a profession to work 
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on sharing our professional knowledge base with parents, families and, I 

would suggest, the general public. There is a wealth of literature on what 

constitutes a high quality child care arrangement (ACOSS, 2006; Clarke-

Stewart & Allhusen, 2002; Cryer, 1999; DoCS, 2002; Ochiltree, 1994; 

Press, 2006; Rolfe and Morda, 2002) but if parents do not have access 

to this information we cannot expect them to consider these factors when 

making decisions around child care. This is not to say that information is 

not available on professional and organisations web sites or in flyers. We 

need to ensure that parents know the information is available and know 

how to access it. If parents are unaware of what professional 

organisations exist, they are not going to access the information on their 

websites. If parents do access this information but it is in language that 

they do not understand or there is too much to sift through, it will be of 

little use. It may be a case of looking for new ways to share our 

knowledge base with parents and make it more accessible. Sharing our 

professional knowledge with parents and the general public also 

advertises the complexity of what we do as early childhood professional, 

and may raise the public status of our profession. As Gibbs (2003, p.23) 

states, ñthe families who use your service are one of the greatest 

untapped sources of support in the community for the early childhood 

field.ò 

 

When parents have a greater understanding of what is considered 

important by professionals in terms of high quality child care 

arrangements they are better positioned to demand a high quality 

service. Parents can only demand high quality when they know what it 

looks like and have the language to describe and discuss it. As child care 

becomes more and more of a money making venture, greater access to 

information allows parents to be more informed consumers as they look 

for a care arrangement that will meet the needs of their family and still be 

of a high quality. 

 

This in turn also has implications for individual services. If parents are 

better informed around what constitutes quality services, they are more 
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likely to demand quality and monitor the quality of the service they use. 

This means individual services need to meet these demands. This study 

also highlights the need for services to consider the individual needs of 

the families they serve as well as the local community. Parents that work 

shifts or only need care for one or two hours a day should also be able to 

access child care. This could indicate the potential need for a local 

planing or monitoring system for childrenôs services. 

 

The fact that word of mouth communication was so important to parents 

and they were not influenced by advertising, as also found in previous 

studies (Noble, 2007a; 2007b), has implications in terms of the amount 

of money services spend on advertising. Services that do spend a lot on 

advertising may wish to consider new ways of reaching parents, or other 

uses for this money, for example putting money into running parent 

groups and other services for existing parents who become the 

advocates and voices for the service.   

 

Ultimately, the implications of this study benefit children as parents are 

better positioned to demand higher quality care and services become 

more aware of the diverse needs of families. 

 

Like the work of Noble (2007a, 2007b), this study has shown ñthe 

importance of listening to parents, in order to accurately represent this 

key stakeholder group in further policy and reform initiativesò (Noble, 

2007a, p.29). It moves beyond just sharing the voices of parents to also 

highlight the importance of two way communication between 

professionals, including policy makers and local governments, and 

parents in order to share the knowledge and concerns of both groups. 

Every local context will be different and every family will create their own 

way of navigating their needs and wants within their own situation to 

create choices around child care.
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Appendix 1: Information Flyer 

 

Families choosing child 

care: whatôs the story? 

 

Hi! My name is Liz Simpson. I am currently doing my 
honours degree in early childhood at Charles Sturt 
University in Bathurst and am seeking your help. 

 

You are being invited to participate in a study that aims to uncover 
the experiences of parents trying to find a child care arrangement for 
children aged two years or under. What is it really like? This study will 
give parents and families a voice around an issue in which they are a 

major stakeholder. 
 

All participants will be thanked with a picture book for their child and 
their childôs child care provider.  

 
If you are interested in finding out more please fill in your details and 

return this slip to your childôs care provider. 
 

Thanks for your time! 

 

Name:éééééééééééééééééééé 

 

Phone:éééééééééééééééééééé 

 

Email:éééééééééééééééééééé. 


