Child Care Licensing Needs Support

We were all shocked and saddened by the death of a Tulsa two year old at the hands of someone trusted to protect and nurture him - his child care provider.  Whenever such a tragedy occurs, it is right to examine what changes might keep this grief from another family.  I commend Representative Ron Peters and OKDHS Director Howard Hendrick for their efforts to determine what actions are needed.  

As a former child care licensing specialist, I know how seriously workers take their responsibility to help ensure safe places for children.  Like Child Welfare workers, police officers and judges, licensing specialists try to balance the protection of children with the rights of adults while struggling to peer into an unknown future.  

The job is complicated by many factors.  You cannot take away a person’s right to earn their living without affording them due process or the right to defend themselves.  And people who don’t follow the rules rarely admit to it; little children do not make good witnesses; and parents often defend the person they have entrusted with their child.  Disgruntled parents sometimes file false complaints against child care providers.  Concerns about false complaints were great enough that legislation was enacted making it a crime to falsely file a report against a child care provider.  So the decision to remove a license has not and should not be taken lightly.    

What can we do to tip the scales back toward child safety?  OKDHS must have the resources and political support to respond more aggressively to evidence that a provider is not willing or able to follow the rules.  Filing an emergency order or revoking a license is a legal action that can lead to administrative hearings and civil litigation.  Increased attorney time will be needed to respond more quickly to reports from the field.

It is important to know that Oklahoma has one of the strongest licensing programs in the nation.  In March, 2007, The Oklahoman reported that the licensing program in our state ranked sixth in the nation.  Oklahoma is one of only four states that visit at least three times or more a year.  At least 29 states visit regulated homes only once a year or less.      
Parents are the first line of defense against poor quality care.  Clearly parents need easier access to licensing records.   They can utilize the child care referral services that OKDHS funds (1-888-962-2772).  And we need to increase funding to ensure that every parent who needs it can find and afford quality care.   We have to acknowledge that providing high quality child care is a profession that requires unique skills, a certain temperament and a strong understanding of child development.  These dedicated caregivers need our respect and a living wage so that they can afford to remain in this field.  
The future of our state’s economic security depends on how well-prepared our children are when they arrive at school.   We may wish that children could stay at home with a parent, but with over 120,000 Oklahoma children in licensed child care, it is our obligation to make that care the very best possible.  
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