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Based on four and a half years of participant observation field research and focused interviews with men and women child care workers, the author examines the occupational processes of the entry and tenure of workers, paying particular attention to gender as it manifests in the meanings and actions involved in becoming and continuing as a child care worker.   As men and women workers go about the business of becoming and being child care workers, they become active agents in the reproduction of child care as low-wage, low-status, women’s work.   Through the construction of particular gendered “accounts,” and “vocabularies of motive,” workers place a key role in sustaining the status of child care as a gendered occupation. 
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Child care is a gendered occupation. Gendered occupations are those occupations that are structured on the assumption that they will be occupied predominantly by workers of one gender (Acker 1990).
  It is not simply that women and men bring gender to child care, it is also the occupation itself that is gendered so that "job tasks and duties require workers to construct and display gender as an integral part of doing their work" (Hall 1993:454).  As men and women workers go about the business of becoming and being child care workers, they actively contribute to child care’s gendered occupational status.  

A careful examination of child care as a gendered occupation, therefore, provides an opportunity to explore how the gendered structures of occupations are, in part, created, sustained, and reproduced through the interactions of individuals in child care settings.  In her call for a systematic theory of gendered organizations, Acker (1990:140) asserts that organizations are key sites in the production of gendered relationships of domination and subordination.  While Acker’s analysis focuses primarily on the domination side of this gendered equation, examining “large state and economic organizations... as all-male enclaves” producing and maintaining gender hierarchy, my analysis examines center-based child care as a subordinated and gendered occupation.  

Ninety-four percent of all paid child care workers are women (Hartmann & Pearce 1989: 17).  Center-based child care was developed for women workers, and women workers (along with their male colleagues) are implicated in the continued devaluation and subordination of this occupation.  Devaluation and subordination of women’s work, like the over-valuation and superordination of men’s work, occurs through key interacting processes.  As Acker explains: 

First is the construction of divisions along lines of gender -- divisions of labor, of allowed behaviors, of locations in physical space, and of power... Second is the construction of symbols and images that explain, express, reinforce, or sometimes oppose those divisions... The third set of processes... are interactions between women and men, women and women, men and men, including all those patterns that enact dominance and submission... Fourth, these processes help to produce gendered components of individual identity... (1990:146-147).  

In child care work the first of these processes, “the construction of divisions along lines of gender,” is most clearly illustrated through a careful examination of the experience of men workers (c.f. Author 1996, 1997).  Because men workers make up such a small percentage of all child care workers; they represent the deviant case.   When men enter child care settings, their experiences become marked as men's experiences.  They are singled out as being something other than child care workers. The marking of men workers and their experiences doing child care work reveal when, and where, and how gendered divisions are constructed.  Elsewhere (Author 1996, 1997) for example, I found that when men enter the field of child care, what they find is a hierarchical structure that promotes their interests.  Within the occupation of child care, my research and the research of others, suggests that earning potential is divided along gender lines.  Women workers earn wages that average 69% of those earned by men, with full-time women workers earning even less (59% -- Hartmann & Pearce 1989: 26).  These differences in wages, Hartmann and Pearce (1989) conclude, "could reflect difference in experience and education, more likely [they reflect] differences in the types of jobs held, with men able to secure the better positions within child care" (p. 27).   

Though women dominate the occupation numerically, the men who work in child care are often found in director and administrative positions, and have risen to those positions more rapidly than their women counterparts.  At the same time, however, when men cross the gender boundary into child care, they challenge assumptions about heterosexual masculinity.  In addition to the economic benefits men receive for their child care work, there are also penalties.    When men do child care work they are often subject to a different set of  Aallowable behaviors@ than are women workers.  Specifically, in many centers men are more restricted in their freedom to touch, cuddle, nap, and change diapers for children.  Examining the experience of men workers, in other words, uncovers some of the implicit norms that indicate who should be doing this work, and what constitutes a breech of these norms.   

In this analysis I examine more closely the second interacting process described by Acker, “...the construction of symbols and images that explain, express, reinforce, or sometimes oppose those divisions” (1990:146).   Here I examine the occupational processes of the entry and tenure of workers C shifting my analytic focus from “doing” to “becoming.”   Sociologists have long examined the entry of workers into various professions, and the acquisition of work- related identities (c. f.  Becker 1956; Becker et. al 1961; Davis 1981; Hughes 1971; Mills 1951; Strauss 1975; Whyte 1957).  My study follows this sociological tradition and Acker=s call, paying particular attention to gender as it manifests in the meanings and actions involved in becoming and continuing as a child care worker.  My study, in other words, illuminates the process of workers entering and remaining in (and thus sustaining) a women-dominated profession.

Necessitating Aligning Actions: Women Doing Women’s Work

American culture and American families in the 1990's clearly embrace the necessity and desirability of paid child care.  With 9 million preschool children whose mothers are working and 6 million child care “slots” available in licensed child care centers and child care homes across the United States (Clarke-Stewart 1993:16), extrafamilial child care has clearly become, “an unquestioned and unquestionable fact of modern life” (Cahill and Loske 1993:210).   Both popular and academic discourse reflect an interest in, and ready acceptance of, good, quality child care as an acceptable alternative to maternal care (Cahill and Loske 1993; Clarke-Stewart 1993). Child care workers doing child care work, however, have not been embraced with the same enthusiasm.  Much of what is written about child care focuses on paid child care as an activity involving the care of other peoples children, and not as a choice of employment for (mostly) women workers.  

The bulk of the literature on child care has focused on and continues to focus on questions of quality (c.f. Anderson et.al 1981, Caldwell 1967, Cummings 1980, Horowitz & Paden 1975, Howes 1983, King & Mackinnon 1988, McCartney et.al. 1985). In most of these studies, the “caregiver” -- her educational level, training and experience, and the type and amount of interaction she has with the children - is viewed as another variable along with staff/child ratios, center size, etc., that affects a child's social development.  In these studies, in other words, caregivers are presented as “disembodied workers” filling gender-neutral jobs (Acker 1990).  

Though there appears to be a recent surge of academic interest in child care workers (c.f. Author 1995; Rutman 1996; Whitebook, Howes & Phillips 1989, 1998, and Wrigley 1995), nannies (c.f. Macdonald 1998), and other family day care providers (c.f. Nelson 1990), the volume of this research in no way compares to the plethora of available research on child care quality (c.f. Anderson et.al 1981, Cummings 1980, Horowitz & Paden 1975, Howes 1983, King & Mackinnon 1988, McCartney et.al. 1985), and research comparing center care with maternal care (c.f., Blehar 1974; Caldwell 1967; Erdwins & Buffardi 1994; Maccoby & Feldman 1972; Moore 1975; Moskowitz, Schwartz & Corsini 1977; Uttal 1996; Villani 1997).   Popular discourse on child care seems to follow a similar pattern, with numerous articles in popular magazines devoted to comparisons of paid child care with maternal care, issues of availability, and discussions of the positive effects of extrafamilial care on children’s social development (Cahill & Loske  1993), and few articles focusing specifically on child care workers.  When child care workers do make it into popular discourse, more often than not, that discourse is related to issues of abuse (c.f. Eyer 1996; Finkelhor et.al 1988; Scarr 1984).
   

Like other caring work (c.f. Cancian & Oliker 2000), child care -- as an activity and as an employment choice -- seems to possess a rather discordant status in contemporary society.  The child care workers in my study appeared to have an awareness of this cultural dissonance.
  As I collected and analyzed my field notes and interview data in relation to the processes of entry and tenure --  as I coded my data and began drafting theoretical memos -- the meanings workers were constructing regarding how they got into doing child care work, and their reasons for staying seemed to me to resonate as instances of “motive talk.”  Motive talk, according to Hewitt (1997:144) “arises whenever people are uncertain of the meaning of others’ acts or of how others will interpret their own.” In other words, the women workers in my study seemed to be constructing meanings about their entry and continued presence in this occupation in reference to the possibility that doing child care work might be seen as an undesired, untoward , and therefore, questionable choice of employment.  For women workers in the 1990's, the choice to do women’s work appears -- in the case of the child care workers I studied -- to be problematic and to warrant both "accounts," (Scott & Lyman 1970) and "vocabularies of motive" (Mills 1970).

This paper, therefore, examines the meanings that workers construct to account for their entry and tenure in this gendered profession.  In the theoretical traditions of Goffman (1963), and Mills (1970), I argue that the meanings that child care workers construct to make sense out of their participation in this occupation are the result of a social psychological process wherein the workers try to sustain a favorable image of self while engaging in a low paid, low prestige gendered occupation.  What workers think, feel, and express verbally and behaviorally (and thus symbolically) at the interactional level is profoundly shaped by social structural processes and historically constructed meanings about child care and women’s work.

Methods
My approach to this research was inductive.  That is, I began with my position as a feminist sociologist wanting to conduct research on an issue that was central to women’s lives.  I had recently completed two years of research on battered women’s shelters (Author, 1988), and I decided to shift my research focus from a description of inequality towards a solution to inequality.
  Drawing from the work of Thorne (1993), I surmised that the lessons of gender inequality B  inequality that I contend often results in violence against women B  are often learned very early in life.  Child care centers seemed to be the earliest public sites for Arecruitment to gender identities@ (Cahill, 1982), and thus an ideal site for further research.

 Data for this paper was collected as part of my larger research project on child care workers (Author 1995).  In my research, conducted primarily in Northern California between June 1988 and June 1992, I used a combination of participant-observation field methods, in depth interviews, and survey methods.  I chose a multi-methods approach to maximize the validity of my findings.  This work is exploratory.   

My primary field sites included two child care centers, a group of child care union organizers, and an informal group of gay and lesbian child care workers.  I held paid administrative positions at each of the child care centers where I conducted my primary research.  As is often the case in small non-profit child care centers, however, my administrative role sometimes encompassed non-administrative tasks.  In each of these centers I occasionally cared for children, changed their diapers, cooked their meals, led them in story time, comforted them, listened to their accomplishments (e.g. "I ate my whole lunch"), counseled their parents, and did whatever else the teachers and center directors asked of me.  

I began my field research in June 1988 at the Ocean View Pre-School.
  The center was a small, state-funded pre-school, located on the edge of a small coastal city in Northern California.  It had thirteen child care "slots," and employed six people.  There were two head teachers, two assistant teachers, a director, and me: the site manager, cook and janitor.  Ocean View Preschool served children ages two-and-a-half to four years.  I conducted participant-observation research at Ocean View Preschool for one year.  In January 1990 I began working and conducting research at my second primary research site, Tiny Tot Toddler Center, serving one to two-and-a-half year olds.
  

I chose the Tiny Tot Toddler Center as my second research site because it differed from Ocean View Pre-School in several ways.  First, the Tiny Tot Toddler center was larger than Ocean View, employed more care givers, and served more children.  Second, whereas most of the families at Ocean View received state-subsidized care, the bulk of the Toddler Center families were private pay clients.  This exacerbated the class differences between care givers and the families they served, and also meant that the Toddler Center employees received better health and other employment benefits.   Finally, though teacher child ratios for toddlers are smaller than for preschoolers (1:4 verses 1:12), the greater emotional, cognitive, and behavioral needs of toddlers intensifies the work load of care givers.

Like my job as site manager at Ocean View Pre-School, my administrative assistant position at the Tiny Tot Toddler Center fit well with my research agenda.  The job put me in an ideal position (literally and figuratively) to observe workers.  My desk at this center was located in the office along with those of the two center directors.  This office also served as the break room for the teaching staff.  On their breaks, many of the teachers would come to the office and talk about their experiences "on the floor."  The office served, in Goffman's terms, as a "back stage region" for teachers (Goffman 1959).  

A back region or back stage may be defined as a place, relative to a given performance, where the impression fostered by the performance is knowingly contradicted as a matter of course...Here the performer can relax; he can drop his front, forgo speaking his lines, and step out of character.  (Goffman 1959: 112)

In the office, teachers were not constrained by the presence of the children.  They spoke freely about the children, the children's parents, and other co-workers who were not present.  It was a situation ripe for observation. But it also exacerbated one of the major dilemmas I faced as a field worker: the ethical problem of informed consent.

Both the teachers and the directors (there were two: a program director and an administrative director) at Tiny Tot Toddler Center knew I was doing research on child care workers.  Before hiring me, the teachers and directors consented to being a part of my research.  I told them that my research involved observation and interviews.  I told them I would be taking field notes on my experiences and observations.  I did not, however, tell them when exactly I would be observing or what "taking field notes" meant, and nobody asked me about this.  The dilemma I faced in doing this field work concerned the timing and depth of my explanations to workers about my research.  How much should I tell workers about my observations, and how often should I tell them?


When I was sitting at my desk in the role of an administrative assistant, I was privy to insider information that I suspect might not have been shared with me if I was "just a researcher."  The teachers talked about the children and parents.  The directors talked about the teachers. The directors would even talk about one another when one or the other of them was out of the room. Much of this information was confidential.  A good portion of it was the back-stage bantering one would expect to hear from workers who spend most of their time on the front stage of the classroom.  I did not remind workers that I was doing research each time they came into the office.  I did not take notes on their conversations in front of them.  I did, however, record many of these conversations in my field notes at night after I had gone home.  Thus I did not completely inform those I studied about all my research interests (e.g., Thorne 1980).  The issue of informed consent posed an ongoing ethical dilemma for me that I countered in different ways.

I kept my field notes confidential, and I used fictitious names in all my observations and interviews.  I made up a list of aliases for each of the Tiny Tot Toddler Center employees and kept this list secure and physically separate from my field notes.  When using excerpts from my field notes in my writing I change names and other personal identifying characteristics (except gender).  When certain relationships in the field crossed over an undefinable line into friendship, I stopped taking notes on our personal conversations.  It felt, at some point, dishonest to take notes on people I felt emotionally close to.  If our conversations centered on a subject related to my research concerns, I talked directly with my friends about my "observation" of their comments and we discussed them openly.  In some ways, these friends became my informants in the field.  With them, I more readily shared my observations, explored tentative hypotheses, and verified my interpretations of events at the center.  My obligation to secure informed consent and my techniques for coping with it came up in each of my field sites, albeit in different ways.

I worked and conducted research at the Tiny Tot Toddler center from January 1990 through June 1992.  In my capacity as an administrative assistant, I attended weekly staff meetings, monthly board meetings, and the occasional center weekend work day.  I participated in fund raising events and attended the annual staff retreats. Occasionally, I substituted in the classroom for teachers who were ill.  Often, I wandered through the center visiting with staff and watching them work.  I took advantage of each opportunity at the Tiny Tot Toddler Center to expand my contact with workers and my range of field sites.  My contacts at the Tiny Tot Toddler Center led me to two additional field sites that helped to shape my understanding of the larger structural and cultural context within which the occupation of child care operates.  The first, a group of child care union organizers backed by a nationally recognized union, sensitized me to employment conditions facing workers in the Bay Area and across the United States.  The second, a group of Bay Area gay and lesbian child care workers, raised my awareness of the climate of suspicion that some child care workers (men in particular) face regarding accusations of child abuse.
  Being gay made these workers vulnerable to the possibility of being singled out as abusers.  They were, therefore, often very astute in observing and recounting occasions of sexist and heterosexist discrimination in the child care setting.  

Altogether, my field work on child care workers lasted from June 1988 through June 1992, when I finally quit my job at the Tiny Tot Toddler Center.  During that time, in addition to gathering data at my official field sites, I participated more generally in the local child care community, attended child care conferences at the local community college, went to hear (then) State Senator Sam Farr address child care workers, went to Sacramento for a legislative symposium on child care, and wrote and participated in a grant for child care worker empowerment.  I also visited six other local centers during the course of my research.  These visits lasted from one to several hours, and were often at the invitation of a worker I met in the field.  

In addition to this field data, I conducted 18 in depth interviews with child care workers between June 1990 and September 1994; twelve of these interviews were with women, and 6 were with men.  All of the women and two of the men I interviewed were workers at either Ocean View Pre-School or the Tiny Tot Toddler Center.  To locate the four other men I interviewed, I used a Asnowball@ sampling technique, asking each of my interviewees if they knew of other men in the field who might consent to be interviewed. I also surveyed gay and lesbian child care workers at the Gay and Lesbian Caucus of the National Association for the Education of Young Children meeting in Washington in November of 1990, distributing fifty mail-back surveys.  The surveys contained 16 open-ended questions related to child care work and sexual identity, plus a number of questions related to demographics. I received 35 back in the mail from 16 different states and Canada.  Sixty-three percent of the respondents were women, 37 percent were men. 

 
The data collected from each of these methods was analyzed using a combination of principals drawn from Becker's (1970) discussion of "quasi-statistics", Glaser & Straus's (1967) formulation of "grounded theory", and Katz's (1983) description of "analytic inductive" methods.  

Analytic coding occurred in two stages: initial coding and then focused coding (Charmez 1983).  The initial coding stage was primarily descriptive and served to summarize the data.  In this stage,  I coded my data into as many categories as possible.  As I continued the analysis I compared new datum with the existing codes, if it matched with an existing code, I placed it in my existing theoretical category.  If it varied from an existing code, yet seemed related, I coded the datum descriptively and then created a new, more general, code that would encompass both bits of data.  As my initial codes shifted into more abstract codes, my analysis moved into focused coding.  For the categories I created through focused coding, I developed theoretical memos (Glaser and Straus 1967).  I compared these memos with one another, and continued to build my understanding of what was occurring in these child care settings.  Eventually I compared and contrasted my findings with existing theory.  In deciding which conceptual categories to pursue, I followed Becker's suggestion of using "quasi-statistics" to count frequency of recurring codes.  I focused my analysis on those themes that came up time and time again in my field notes, my interviews, and my survey data.  I wanted to produce the most valid interpretation of these that I could.

In the interest of validity, I also drew upon Katz's (1983) analytic inductive method in my search for correlation between data, developing analytic categories, and existing theory.  Specifically, in my larger examination of child care as women's work I looked closely at the experiences of men in child care.  The experiences of men in child care became the negative cases against which I compared my findings about child care workers in general -- most of whom were women.  In other words, a finding about child care workers was not a finding unless it fit the case for both men and women.  When it did not fit, then I modified my conceptual categories.  

On Entry into Child Care: Accounting For Sex and Gender
In my role as a participant-observer at both Ocean View Pre-School and the Tiny Tot Toddler Center I was privy to both front stage entry performances (at formal job interviews, social gatherings, and other child care related events), and backstage conversations where workers told and retold their stories of Abecoming care providers.@  In my interviews with workers, I queried them about their Ahistories in the profession.”   My analysis of this data yielded two primary categories of accounts for workers= entry into child care work.  Before delving into this data, however, the emergent category of “accounts” warrants further explication.

Scott and Lyman (1970) make the claim that "an account is a linguistic device employed whenever an action is subjected to valuative inquiry.  Such devices are a crucial element in the social order since they prevent conflict from arising by verbally bridging the gap between action and expectation" (pg 343-344).  In the case of the workers studied the "action" is their entry into child care.  The "expectation" is cultural, historical, and gendered -- that one would not aspire to this low wage, low prestige occupation if one did not have to.  Child care workers, like other workers, are routinely questioned about their chosen field of employment.  While my presence as a researcher, in all likelihood, stimulated some reflection among workers about “why” and “how” they ended up in child care (and this was certainly the case in the face-to-face interviews I conducted), this type of self-reflection is also stimulated by the everyday social convention of asking: “What do you do for a living?” That my interpretations of workers’ responses to these routine Afront stage@ inquiries led me to conceptualize them as “accounts” rather that simply Aexplanations,@ has to do with the “backstage” performances engendered by these interactions.  

Performances given by workers in the front stage regions were often contradicted by performances in back stage regions.   The following example from early in my field work illustrates this type of impression management:

Saturday morning at an Ocean View Pre-School parent/teacher Aworkday.@  All of the workers are attending the workday, plus about twelve parents (8 moms, 4 dads).  Rose (the afternoon head teacher) and I are standing in the office just off the back deck of the center.  Julie (an assistant teacher) is standing on the deck with one of the fathers about eight feet from the door of the office.  They are talking, and Rose and I pause in our conversation to listen to them.

Center father: ASo, have you always wanted to babysit kids?@
Julie: AWell, I=m not a babysitter, but yes, I=ve always known that I love children.@ 

Center father: AI bet you can=t wait to have your own.@
Julie: AActually, I=ve been thinking about getting more ECE (Early Childhood Education) credits and trying for the morning head teacher position.@ 

As she says this Julie looks away and sees Rose and I looking at her.  She says something to the father (I couldn=t hear) and walks over to us.  The center father walks into the yard.  Julie is glaring, her lips are pursed and she takes a deep inhalation of breath as she joins us in the office.

Julie: AGod I hate that.  I am not a babysitter.  I don=t sit on kids.  You know, they just don=t get it.  I=m a teacher, I probably have more college credits than he does.@
Rose: A I know, I try to refer to all of as teachers, I think we have to treat it like a career and develop language around it before other people will treat it like a career... People call me a babysitter, and I think  "I'm not a babysitter." That's not what I do.  It sort of makes me think of high school.  You know that's what I did in high school and got paid .75 an hour.  And it was fun, but the level of care I give now and the level of expertise is much better so I think I deserve more than to be called a babysitter."

Julie: “It just makes me want to scream. I teach your kid 40 hours a week C  (father=s son) wasn=t even potty trained when he got here, he wasn’t even talking in full sentences C I=m not the teenager down the block.”

Julie, of course, did not scream.  Nor did she share any of her frustration about her depiction as a “babysitter” with this parent.  She did “correct” him, but did so without expressing an inappropriate emotional display (c.f. Author 1998).  This guardedness with outsiders, this tendency to manage impressions with people not familiar with the child care work, cued me early on to the idea that child care workers see themselves operating amidst a culture of the uninformed.  All of the workers I encountered during my fieldwork shared this understanding of the cultural milieux in which they worked.  When pressed, each worker I spoke with responded with some version of the following depiction (in this case given by Lee, an assistant teacher):  

I think the average person on the street, particularly the average man would probably be surprised to discover that people actually study child rearing.  That it is a field that you could pursue.  I think most men in particular are walking around with the idea that women just naturally know how to take care of children and that it is this generational old thing that they learned from their mothers, their aunts, and their sisters.
The application of Aaccounts@ to the explanations of entry given by workers, therefore, arises from their understanding that the choice to become a professional child care worker is not a choice that is understood as an occupational choice.  In the 1990's, in the United States, becoming a child care worker is not a taken-for-granted, common-sense career move.  It is, instead, an occupational choice warranting an “account.” The two categories of accounts employed by the workers in my study were: pragmatic accounts (including both economic and parenting rationales) and affinity accounts.  These explanations are useful on three levels: they provide substantive data on how individual child care workers make sense of their entry into this field; they provide a partial explanation for the predominance of women in this occupation; and they show how the gendering of child care occurs through the construction of symbols and images that explain, express, reinforce, and sometimes oppose gender divisions (Acker 1990:146). 

Pragmatic Accounts: Economic Rationales and Gendered Routes
Economic Rationales: 

The offering of economic-based accounts by child care workers were clearly divided along gender lines.  In accounting for how they got into child care work and why they stay, many women workers cited basic economic motives.  It is a job; it provides work, a salary, and medical benefits: "I had to keep working," "I'm very dependent on it," "the benefits are really good."  Although the wages in child care are relatively low when compared with other occupations, workers are offered some benefits and are provided with an income (Kemp 1994: 245).  Working for wages is an economic necessity for most people in the 1990s.  For women, however, the last forty-six years have seen a 25.4% increase in labor force participation.   Women's overall participation in the labor force grew from 33.9% in 1950 to 59.3% in 1996 (U.S. Department of Commerce 1997: 397).  Many economic, social, cultural, and political factors contributed to this increase.   In 1996, 69.2% of women with children under six years of age participated in the paid labor force (U.S. Department of Commerce 1997: 404).  The need to work, combined with other gendered circumstances, makes child care a practical employment option for some women. 

In contrast, none of the men workers in my study cited wages or benefits as a reason for their entry into child care.  Several of the men I interviewed, in fact, seemed to go out of their way to disavow economic accounts for their entry into child care.  One substitute caregiver, for example, when asked if he would ever consider applying for a full-time child care position, responded:  “No, there’s no money in it.  I mean top dollar is $6.75, or maybe $7.00 and hour.  You know, I can mow people’s lawns for $10.00 an hour.”  Another full-time care giver said: “I didn’t come here [to his center] to make big bucks.  As soon as I got this job I joined the ‘Worthy Wage’
 campaign.”  The use of an economic rationale for entry into the field of child caregiving appears to be one that only women workers will lay claim to. 

Gendered Routes: The Parent Trek 
The second type of pragmatic account given for entering child work, begins with a worker's own children.  Among those workers – both men and women -- who reported having children, many of them first entered a child care classroom when their own child did.  Although most parents simply use child care as a means to care for their children so that they can go to work elsewhere, for some, child care becomes their work.  This can happen when workers enroll their children in a co-operative day care situation.  In parent-cooperative centers, one or both parents work part-time in the center to offset the cost of care.  Once working among children, many then discover that they enjoy doing child care work.  As Robin explains:

I first heard about child care when Laura [daughter] was born.  I don't know why but it wasn't a real focus until the mid-sixties when a lot of women started working.  I started hearing about it then.  I was a young mother and I didn't know that much about children but I had to support Laura.  I was trying to work and go to school and start a career.  I put Laura in a pre-school that was a  parent co-op.  I participated in the parent co-op and decided that 'yeah I really want to do this as work.'

From this initial experience, Robin has gone on to have a twenty-year career in child care.  While longevity in the field is not typical of workers (according to the findings from the National Child Care Staffing Study [1998] most workers stay in the field an average of two years), for Robin, searching for a child care facility for her daughter showed her the way to a long and committed child care career.  Calvin told a similar story: 

 I had [custody of] my son half-time.  When he was two years old  I moved [to the Bay Area].  I was pretty much supporting myself with crafts and music.  I decided to go back to college.  To do the college work  and not pay for child care I joined the co-op.  So I started working with children during that first semester.  Half way through the semester one of the regular teachers left and they asked me if I wanted the position.  So I took it.  
On the surface, Calvin, like many workers, entered the child care classroom for very practical reasons.  Calvin needed affordable child care for his son, and the parent co-operative child care center offered the most affordable alternative.  Just below this explanation lies another: people with primary care giving responsibilities for young children end up spending time in social arenas that serve the needs of children.  Contact with these arenas, with or without the economic incentives, can create the opportunity for people to see child care as a possibility for employment.    
Chris's experience exemplifies another version of the shift from parenting responsibilities to paid employment.  Chris was 39 years old at the time of her interview, and had been working in the child care field for seven years.  A white woman, she was divorced and lived with her two teenaged children. Her annual income, including child support, was $16,000.  She was employed as a teacher at a center specializing in infant care.  In her interview she offered the following summary of her progression into childcare:

I wasn't interested at all in doing this kind of work initially.  I wanted to have a high powered job.  I wanted to work in the engineering field, which I did.  I worked at [electronics plant] while putting my husband through school.  Then I had kids and my skills became obsolete.  Because I had kids I started being interested in them.  I started helping and getting involved in my kid's pre-schools and schools.  It wasn't a career, it was just where I was.  Then my relationship started getting real scary... and I decided to leave.  I needed to go to work while my kids were in school and my friend got me a job as a substitute caregiver and I decided I liked it.
Chris's entry into child care began with her participation at her children's pre-schools and schools as a volunteer.  When the circumstances of her life changed and she left her marriage, she started to do this same work for money. As a single parent in need of employment, she went to work in the most readily accessible and socially rewarding arena she had access to. 

By sketching out this transition from parenting responsibilities to paid labor, I am not suggesting that paid child care work is simply an extension of parenting duties.  Caring for one's own children does not automatically qualify someone to care for a lot of other people's children; it does not even mean that someone is necessarily successful in caring for their own. Child-rearing duties often bring a person -- usually a woman but sometimes a man -- into contact with this social world.  Contact may bring about opportunity, and given the division of child care labor in families, many women's biographies place them in a position to be available to do this work. 

Affinity Accounts

The second category of accounts workers gave for entering the field were even more distinctly gendered accounts.  When asked why they had become child care workers, the affinity accounts offered by men and women were sharply divided.  Women workers seemed to embrace explanations that reinforced the “feminine” aspects of care giving work, while men workers  embraced seemingly gender-neutral affinity accounts.   The women workers drew on either sex role socialization or innate biological forces to explain their presence in this occupation, and the men talked about political and academic motives.  

Women’s Accounts: I Am Women, Watch Me Care

Biological theories, like sex role socialization theories, have come to be used as standardized accounts for gendered behavior.
  Among the women workers I studied, child care is seen as both "naturally" and socially women's work.  Biological and sex role socialization accounts were, however, used in dissimilar ways by women workers.  Workers drew upon these explanations both as a way to “excuse” their choice to work in child care, and as a way to offer themselves “absolution” in choosing this potentially stigmatizing form of employment.  In line with Arluke and Hafferty’s (1996) typology of accounts, workers used sex role socialization explanations as "excuses" for why they ended up in child care, and biological explanations as "absolutions" for the appropriateness of their presence in this occupation.

In my interviews with and observation of child care workers, I noticed that workers sometimes responded defensively to questions (from me or others in the setting) about how they ended up in child care.  Their tone and facial expressions suggested that they perceived such questions as challenging their decisions, and warranting an "excuse." Excuses are defined by Scott and Lyman (1970) as "socially approved vocabularies for mitigating or relieving responsibility when conduct is questioned"(p. 345).   The excuses given by workers to account for their entry into child care were typified by some version of a sex role socialization explanation.  For example, in a conversation one afternoon at the Tiny Tot Toddler Center, Laurie related to me the following story about her pathway to child care:

My mom was a teacher and now she's a child care worker.  She was a fully credentialed teacher in elementary school when I was growing up.  I think possibly because I didn't get encouragement in any other areas I was interested in, I fell in to what was the next obvious thing to do.  I think child care is a real typical choice for women.  Even for women who have other interests.  How can I explain this, I hope this isn't sexist but I think this is really the way it is, women often fall into jobs with children because their socialization pushes them that way.  So I ended up here.
At the time of this conversation, Laurie, a 38-year-old white woman, had been working in child care for twelve years and had been at the Tiny Tot Toddler Center for four years.  Admired by her colleagues, Laurie had worked her way up through the Toddler Center hierarchy in those four years.  Beginning as a substitute teacher, she then got a position as an assistant care giver, and then became a full-time care giver.  It was clear, however, that Laurie was not altogether satisfied with her present job:  

I'm not surprised at all that I am here, but there is a level of dissatisfaction that I didn't pursue the other stuff back then.  I'm pursuing it now, but I wish that I had been encouraged then.  Not that I'm in child care without any interest in it.  I really love kids. I really love working with kids, especially the ages I'm working with now. But there's other stuff that got neglected and I can't help wondering what my life would be like if I had been pushed in other directions.

In Laurie's explanation, she did not attribute her decision to work in child care to her own choosing, but to the socialization process.  This was typical of the explanations given by women workers who expressed some dissatisfaction with their jobs as child care workers.  In the day-to-day interaction at the center, discussions about sex role socialization and sarcastic quips about child care being someone's "role" in life often occurred late in the day during clean-up and after the children had left.  The following scene from Ocean View Pre-School illustrates one of these moments:

Robin is out on the deck on her hands and knees.  She has a sponge in one hand and is vigorously scrubbing the edge of a child's table.  Jessie, the assistant teacher, walks out on the deck with her purse over her shoulder and her key in one hand.  "What are you doing, Robin? I thought we were all finished."  "We were but as I was going out the gate I noticed a blob of beans on the side of the table.  I had this vision of one of the kids coming in tomorrow morning and having this blob of beans for breakfast."  Jessie replied, "You are obsessed." Robin quipped, "Yea I know, it's my role in life to safeguard these kids.  Scrubbing beans, scrubbing bottoms, it's all the same.  Somehow I was meant to do this." 
The women I worked with invoked socialization rhetoric in those moments when they seemed most displeased with what they were doing.  These socialization excuses served to mitigate their choice to be care givers in an effort to distance themselves from those parts of their jobs they perceived as degrading.  In the Tiny Tot Toddler Center office, adjacent to the diaper changing room, I heard this rhetoric being invoked almost daily by caregivers when presented with dirty diapers.  And, although this seemed initially to be a simple face-saving technique to get through an unpleasant moment (e.g., when faced with a child whose bottom, legs and belly were covered in diarrhea), when I compared these accounts with similar explanations from my focused interviews, it was clear these workers had internalized this understanding.  Sex role socialization was, for workers, one important explanation for how they ended up doing child care work.   

Absolutions, on the other hand, were often used in those moments when workers accounted for why they embraced their jobs as child care workers.  Absolutions, according to Arluke  and Hafferty (1996)  are accounts that deny both the responsibility for the act in question, and the pejorative quality associated with it (p.221).   In our culture, biologically rooted explanations are frequently used to explain the behavior of groups and individuals.  In sociology, biological explanations have been used specifically to explain gender differences in parenting and child care giving (e.g. Rossi 1985).   The child care workers I studied used biological explanations to raise the status of their occupational choice, and at the same time, deflect what they perceived of as the wider cultural disdain for child care work as a career choice.  The use of this account among child care workers was most clearly illustrated to me during a focused interview with Barbara.

Barbara was 31 years old at the time of the interview. She is Latina and a lesbian.  She had earned 23 Early Childhood Education credits from the local community college.  She had been employed at the same child care center for 10 years.  During that time she moved from assistant caregiver, to caregiver, to head teacher.  Her starting salary had been $5.50 an hour and, after ten years, she was making $9.00 an hour.  At the time of her interview, Barbara was the head of her household, supporting her partner, who was in school, and their three-year-old son.  She talked extensively about how her work as a head teacher had been influenced by her own parenting experience, and about how her subsequent responses to the center children were influenced by the "natural" course of events in her own life.  

Being a parent makes a big difference.  I care more about the kids' feelings. It is a little bit of a drawback because when I am trying to limit-set with a child and they are really freaking out about it, I get wrapped up in their emotions and it's not helpful -- but it is only being human.   Like before it was easier to be more intellectual about it and to act real professional about it. I feel that it [being a mother] has really brought out that grounded nurturance; the mother instinct is there for all the kids.
After having a child of her own, Barbara's "mothering instinct" was aroused and then incorporated into her head teacher role.  The extent to which this mothering "instinct" made her job as a head teacher more difficult was justified as something uncontrollable -- "it's just being human."  All these images taken together generate a picture of this woman's life as a naturally gendered series of events rooted in biology.  Retrospectively, Barbara explained her growing skill as a child care worker in reference to biology.

Like Barbara, when other child care workers drew on biological accounts to embrace their work in child care, their explanations were often connected to women's capacities to give birth.  Some workers viewed their biological ability to "give life" as giving them an advantage in caring for children.  As Sarah, an assistant teacher, explained, "It's simple, women give birth and that compels us to take better care of children.  Giving life creates a huge power in us to preserve it."  Or, as Rachel commented to her co-workers during a staff meeting, "I do this work because it is what I'm supposed to be doing.  Even though I don't have kids of my own, I just feel deep down that I am a mother.  It is what I was born to be."


Biological and sex role socialization theories, although used in dissimilar ways by these workers to explain their relationships to the work of doing child care, are nonetheless connected.  Both these theoretical perspectives, to some degree, locate the power of choice outside the individual social actor.  Whether presented as an excuse or an absolution, each account represents an attempt to reconcile the constraining power of gender with individual agency.  Workers enter this low paid, low prestige occupation for various gendered reasons and construct accounts of their entry in ways that explain away their agency.  The need to explain away their agency arises from workers awareness of the occupational status of childcare, and outsiders’ perceptions of them as (unskilled) babysitters.  To the extent that child care and care giving are deemed culturally appropriate for women, however, some women will pursue these activities for the rewards that they bring.  Whether explained by socialization or biology, child care, because of its association with womanhood, offers women a powerful opportunity to "do gender" (West and Zimmerman 1987), that is, to "manag[e] situated conduct in light of normative conceptions of attitudes and activities appropriate for [their] sex category" (p. 127).  

Men’s Accounts: Men Being Men

The accounts given by women workers were in sharp contrast to the accounts given by men.  Understandably, none of the men I encountered in my research offered either biological or sex-role socialization accounts for their entry into child care.  Biological and sex-role socialization accounts are not standardized accounts for why men do child care, but instead have been used to argue against men as caregivers.
   Beyond their experiences as fathers and pediatricians, there are few culturally acceptable roles that men can play in the lives of young children.  And, there are no socially acceptable accounts – outside of those available to fathers and pediatricians -- for men that seek access to young children. 

What the men did talk about were academic motives (e.g., "I'm fascinated by the process of social development.."), and political motives (e.g. "Child care is political work for me.  I like challenging stereotypes.")  The academic accounts for why men entered the field of child caregiving stressed a variety of intellectual interests.  Steve, a head-teacher at a pre-school, talked about his focus on large-motor development:

I am been especially interested in large-motor development because it is something that is measurable, and we can see sequence happen.  I started video-taping children over and over doing something and moving with it.   It is a visual look at development: swinging on the bar and falling, swinging on the bar and falling, swinging on the bar and finally getting his knee up.  Charting that development over several months on a video camera; it’s just so thrilling to watch.

While Tim talked about age-specific developmental issues: 

There’s something about the age of these kids... I really like toddlers.  I really prefer, this to me is the ideal.  It’s just, even in the few months I've been here just to see the amount of growth in most kids, its fun. It’s interesting.

Other men talked about their “fascination with the creation of learning environments, the “challenge of creating multi-cultural curriculum,” and the “responsibility of identifying speech problems in young children.”  

Political accounts tended towards a feminist perspective, with men framing their employment choice as a challenge to gendered expectations.  Several men, for example, offered political accounts similar to the one given by Charles: 

To me child care work has become something really political.  So the more I work just feeds my own political beliefs.  Being a gay man and working with children and getting such a slice of straight society is really enriching to me.  I just believe that women are at the bottom of the barrel.  And because children belong to women they are also put at the bottom of the barrel.  For me I work in a day care center, because it's a woman's sphere.

Whereas women workers employ  “justifications” and “absolutions” to mitigate their choice to become child care workers, the men in my study positioned themselves as active agents in their employment selection.  Thus child care also offers men a powerful opportunity to “do gender” (West and Zimmerman 1987), in as much as, their emphasis on technical and intellectual interests are seen as signifiers of masculinity.  The symbols that men and women use to explain their presence in this occupation reinforce the gender differences between them, and in the process “help to produce gendered components of individual identity” (Acker 1990:147). 

Why Workers Stay: Mapping Out Motives
Once inside the classroom, workers are faced with a continuing decision to stay.  As noted, child care is typically low-wage, low-prestige work that offers workers few benefits.   Prevailing cultural constructions of center-based child care view this work, at best, as unskilled "babysitting," and at worst, as an arena for sexual predators (c.f. Finkelhor et.al. 1988).  Because of these conditions, child care workers have an average annual turnover rate of 31% (Whitebook, Howes and Phillips 1998).
  It is easy to understand why workers leave a job for which they are not adequately compensated.  What needs explanation, however, is why some child care workers stay in their jobs even when they are dissatisfied with the wages they receive, and are aware of the prevailing public opinion of paid child care givers.  Given the structural and interactional "situations" surrounding child care work, such conduct (staying) warrants explanation.  Such explanations, or as Mill's (1970) refers to them, such "terminologies of motive" when taken together, become "vocabularies of motive" located in historic epochs, societal structures, and specified situations. (p.332).   According to Hewitt (1997), 

AVocabularies of motive are differentiated (from one another, from everyday talk) along at least two dimensions.  First, particular sets of motives are regarded as appropriate to specific situations or classes of situations... Second, particular sets of motives hold more or less sway and are treated as more or less legitimate by various social groups and categories@ (pg. 143).

Once workers have entered this occupation they are then faced with the need to invoke an appropriate vocabulary of motive -- in this case, one that explains their tenure in child care.  The "situation" that these workers find themselves in is simultaneously an immediate (temporal)  interactional situation, and a (transcending) structural situation.  The interactional situation of these workers refers to their day-to-day life as workers, their acts and actions (entering and staying), and also to the face-to-face in-depth interviews I conducted with them.  The structural situation refers to the historical and cultural constructions of paid child care work alluded to in the introduction and discussed in detail elsewhere (Chaft 1972; Gatlin 1987;  Kerr 1973; Author 1995).  In my research I found two primary vocabularies of motive for why workers stay in this profession.  

Feelings Verses Finances: Emotional Wages
Child care workers who continue in the field view their work as emotionally and ideologically rewarding.  On most mornings when I walked into the classroom at the Tiny Tot Toddler Center, I was greeted by both children and adults who seemed joyful, energetic, playful, loving, compassionate, and genuinely pleased with one another's company.  My field notes abound with observations of loving moments between care givers and children.  When asked specifically about their most rewarding experiences as teachers, nearly all the child care workers I spoke with replied by talking about loving the children.  For example, when asked what was the biggest reward she received from teaching, Roberta, an assistant teacher at The Tiny Tot Toddler Center, responded: 

I love children. I don't make enough money. I mean my present job situation is very good, and I'm very dependent on it cause I know if I go somewhere else I'm not going to make as much money, and I'm not gonna have benefits. I make a good wage, but you can't work [doing child care] full-time.  I tried doing it for 40 hours a week.  I didn't want to admit it but I was getting really tired. The days just wiped me out and I couldn't do it.  So I realized then, and I realize now, that the only reason I stay is for the kids.  It's for the kids, I love them.  And they are really important, they are our future.
As an assistant teacher, Roberta makes $6.50 an hour and works 28 hours a week.  She is dependent upon her boyfriend's income to pay her monthly bills.  Roberta  is not doing this work for the money.  Like her, many teachers cast the emotional rewards of doing child care as compensation for inadequate wages and benefits.  For example, Lucille, a teacher in a Head Start program, put it this way: 

[I stay for] just the love that comes.  I stay for those times when I feel like I'm doing a really good job and that the kids really love me and that I make them feel secure.  I know I succeed in creating that space for them where they feel good about who they are; where they feel safe.  So I stay for the love that is shared. I just enjoy watching them be who they are.
Like Roberta, Lucille does not make enough money (to support her and her 10-year-old son) at her current job.  To make ends meet, she explained:

I have a paper route. I get up at 4:00 a.m., put my son in the car with his blankets and pillows, and I deliver papers.  It takes me about two hours.  When we get home, I wake up Tomas, and get him ready for school.  I drop him off on my way to work.
The men in child care also acknowledged its emotional rewards.  For instance, discussing why he is in child care, Tim, a substitute care giver, stated:

It's interesting, I can't really think of that many other jobs I had in my life where part of your job includes laughing out loud at some of the things they do naturally; they aren't even trying to be funny.

However, at least in Tim's case, the non-monetary rewards of child care were not enough to keep him in the field.   When asked if he would consider seeking a regular position in the Tiny Tot Toddler Center he replied: 

No, there is no money in it. I mean top dollar is $6.75 or maybe they move up o $7.00 an hour.  You know I can mow people’s lawns for $10.00 an hour.  Emotionally it's rewarding and psychologically it’s rewarding but for the amount of hours you would need to work, it's not it.  

Time and time again, in interviews and in my observations -- especially of women workers -- I came across a compensatory logic that focused on the emotional rewards of doing child care, despite its poor pay and scanty benefits.  An incident that occurred during my last month at Ocean View Pre-School illustrates how this logic can work to perpetuate the low-wage situation of workers:  

The setting for this incident is the annual budgetary board meeting for Ocean View Pre-School.  The board has eight members, five are parents of the children attending the school, one is a head teacher, one an assistant teacher, and one an administrative assistant.  The issue on the table is one that is common to child care centers: do we give the teachers a raise, and if so where will the money come from?  Like most state funded centers the only flex in Ocean View=s budget is in parent fees.  So, with parents on one side of the table and teachers on the other, the new budget is negotiated.

Parent # 1: "I really think the teachers deserve a raise, you guys do such amazing work. My daughter really loves you both"

Parent # 2:  "I agree with you, but if we raise parent fees it means that some of us will no longer be able to afford Ocean View."

Parent # 4: "I thought our mission statement was to provide quality child care to the working poor--to people who couldn't really afford it otherwise."

Head Teacher:  "My work in child care is political work.  I do it out of a commitment to poor working-class people.  I'm not doing it to make money.  I'm willing to forgo a raise if it will help provide subsidy to a family that needs it."

Assistant Teacher: "I agree with Robin [head teacher], I'm here for the children and for all of you.  It's not all about money for me either."

The meeting ended after an hour and a half, with much discussion on all sides of this debate.  The issue of teachers' salaries gave way to the issue of parent fees and the center's mission of providing affordable child care.  Ultimately the board voted to not raise teacher salaries, and to retain the current sliding fee scale for parents.

Neither Robin nor Jessie [the assistant teacher] made more than $10.00 an hour working at Ocean View.  For both of them, at least in this setting with this audience, doing child care was "not about making money."  These were, after all, the parents of the children they cared for.  As child care workers, Robin and Jessie are paid to put the needs of others first.  In this case, they extend their child care ideology of helping and caring for others to encompass the needs of the parents at their center.  As Jessie exclaimed, "I'm here for the children and for all of you."

The situation at Ocean View, although more dramatic by virtue of the fact that all the participants in the meeting had a direct interest in its outcome, was common to most of the centers in my research.  It was especially prominent during meetings between union organizers and child care workers.  When members of the Child Care Worker Organizing Committee were invited to talk with child care staff interested in unionization, the discussions often evolved into debates about teacher salaries and parent fees.  During these debates, it was not uncommon to hear teachers defending their current wage situations with statements about emotional rewards and self-sacrificing values.  When an increase in teacher salaries meant an increase in parent fees, teachers often appeared unwilling to make that demand of parents.  Generally, they countered the prodding of unionizers by appealing to emotional and ideological rewards.  The following example from the Neighborhood Pre-School teachers illustrates the use of this logic:

The Child Care Worker Organizer Committee was invited to meet with staff members from Neighborhood Pre-School.  The Neighborhood Pre-School teachers had been discussing the possibility of unionizing and they wanted more input.  Three of us from Child Care Worker Organizer Committee met with four teachers from Neighborhood one afternoon.  Jeffery, from Child Care Worker Organizer Committee, opened the discussion by asking the Neighborhood teachers about their wages and benefits.  

Mary [Neighborhood teacher]: "Well, they are not bad, better than some."

Sarah [Neighborhood teacher]: "The problem for me is that we never seem to have enough supplies.  I always seem to be bringing things from home. I sometimes ask the parents to bring stuff in, but I feel bad asking for so much from them."

Alice [union organizer]: "Do you realize that you are supplementing their child care costs by accepting low wages?"

Mary [Neighborhood teacher]: "Its not like they have any money either.  We're not here to complain about wages.  We love this work, that's enough.  What we really want is more respect."

Jeffery [union organizer]: "Getting paid livable wages is about respect."

Sarah [Neighborhood teacher]: "I get paid each time a child smiles at me."
It is not that these child care workers were averse to higher wages.  The problem, as they saw it, was that increasing their wages meant increasing parent fees.  Their perception was that taking more money from parents only made it harder for them, and harder for their children.  I observed that teachers adhered to and articulated a gendered set of values that privileged emotional rewards over financial ones -- a set of values that extended from the children under their care to the families of those children.  Child care workers justify staying because they find this work emotionally rewarding and fulfilling.  

It is my contention that workers "find" this caring work emotionally rewarding because there are no competing morally or socially acceptable reward systems available.  Asking for an increase in financial rewards, in this situation, is the moral equivalent of taking food from the mouths of children.  Articulating a vocabulary of motive that makes a reward out of "womanly" feelings enables workers to sustain a socially acceptable and gendered image of self.  At the same time, as my field notes demonstrate, this particular “vocabulary” can also sustain child care as a low paid occupation as workers accept and articulate emotional wages as their ultimate reward.

Fulfilling a Higher Purpose: Ideological Wages
Many of the women and men in the centers where I conducted my research expressed ideological, spiritual, and political rewards for working in child care.  Many child care workers seem to articulate a view of themselves as social actors who were promoting positive social change.  For example:

Suzanna: I like seeing a child that can play a long time by themselve with out having adult intervention because they have worked on social skills and problem solving.  It's really beautiful. I am really moved. It makes me think that we can build a better world.... I am developing a society and I am giving them values that I think are important to make a peaceful world. 

Tom: I like, in a political way, working with kids as, you know, that whole thing that 'this is the future generation that's gonna be running the show.' I want to put good vibes out there and help them to be the healthiest, happiest people that they can.
Christina: I feel that the kids that are coming into the planet right now, are very light.  They have a lot of wisdom.  They are here to carry forth a peaceful world...and so part of my role is to help them unfold into what they are here to be doing.  And help them just come into that kind of environment where they are seen a powerful beings and yet they are still kids.

These workers' "higher purpose" is located in history, in the sense that it is situated in time, in the movement of time, and in social change.  All three have described the work they are doing today as part of a larger historical pattern leading toward a brighter future.  They have, I contend, placed themselves and their work in a historical context with a purpose extending beyond themselves.  

A slightly modified version of the historically located perspective is apparent in the following quotes from Laura and Roberta:

Laura: I think they don't get it at all that it [child care] is one of the things that runs the country. 

Roberta: So I realized then and I realize now that the only reason I stay is for the kids.  It's for the kids, I love them.  And they are really important, they are our future.  You hear that a lot. I don't think the government really realizes they are our future. 

These quotes also place child care in a larger context, albeit a much more immediate one; "it [child care] is one of the things that runs the country." "I don't think the government really realizes they are our future." In both cases, workers contextualize the meaning of their work in relation to current economic and political structures.  Child care runs the country; it is necessary so that the population can go to work. The children now in care are this country's future, and the government, as the entity responsible for this future, should pay attention to the needs of children.  What is also evident in these quotes is the continuing theme of self-sacrifice.  These workers see the larger context of their work and the good it does, in-spite of the public mis-perception of child care.  

According to Mills (1970), "motives are of no value apart from the delimited societal situations for which they are the appropriate vocabularies.  They must be situated...Motives vary in content and character with historical epochs and societal structures" (p.332).  Understanding the development of these particular vocabularies of motive (Mills 1940), leads back to the academic and cultural constructions of child care work and the workers perceptions of these constructions.   Public and academic perceptions of paid child care being what they are, tenure in this occupation demands explanation -- a vocabulary of motive imputing spiritual and political justifications satisfies such demands.  

By casting childcare as, for example, something that will "unfold [and] carry forth a peaceful world" and, by casting herself as someone who is helping to bring this about, Christina is building an image of herself and her profession that will in all likelihood meet with social approval.  An interview, as a face-to-face encounter, is subject to the same interactional rules that apply to all face-to-face encounters:

In general, then, a person determines how he ought to conduct himself during an occasion of talk by testing the potentially symbolic meaning of his acts against the self-images that are being sustained." (Goffman 1967: 38-39)

In this case, to sustain the image of being someone worthy of being interviewed, to sustain the image of child care as work worthy of being studied or, even more basically, to sustain her image of herself as simply being worthy, an interviewee might talk about the work she does in a symbolically meaningful way -- "peaceful world", "health[y], happy people", "powerful beings".  This is a low-paying, low prestige job that is looked upon with suspicion by academics and laypeople, and developing such a rationale can help to justify to herself and others why she stays.  Child care workers use this vocabulary of motive as a face-saving mechanism because it elevates the status of child care in their minds. According to Goffman,

Face is an image of self delineated in terms of approved social attributes -- albeit an image that others may share, as when a person makes a good showing for his profession or religion by making a good showing for himself. (1967: 5).

In the case of these workers, they are making a good showing for themselves by making a good showing for their profession.  And, the showing that they are making is still fundamentally gendered – with women workers emphasizing emotional and spiritual motives, and men workers politicizing their choice to do “women’s work.” 

Conclusion 
Child care is a gendered occupation.  
As men and women workers go about the business of becoming and being child care workers, they become active agents in the reproduction of child care as low-wage, low-status, women’s work.  

When women and men workers account for their entry into child care they do so in a manner that reifies the gendered distinctions between them, and simultaneously reinforces child care’s status as “women’s work.”  Women workers account for their entry into child care by drawing on biological and sex role socialization accounts that, in effect, “excuse” their presence in this gendered occupation, and offer them “absolution” for following a “natural” and sex-specific  career path.  At the same time, men workers produce very different accounts for their entry into child care work.  Men workers politicize and intellectualize their choices to cross-over into this women’s territory, and draw on symbols that cast themselves as men doing masculinity within boundaries of women’s work.  Thus child care offers both men and women workers the opportunity to “do gender” as they go about the business of becoming child care workers. . 

Even more compelling (and perhaps condemning) are the images and symbols constructed by workers to explain why they stay in this occupation.  In the case of women workers, developing a vocabulary of motive that privileges feeling rewards over financial ones, in effect, robs them of the rhetoric to demand more compensation and, by implication, more status for their occupation.  For both women and men workers, elevating their profession with vocabularies that emphasize ideological and political motives furthers their moral claims, but weakens their bargaining power as workers.   The point is that as workers play a key role in creating and sustaining the gendered status of child care – as they develop vocabularies that reproduce child care as women’s work – they also reproduce it’s low pay and, perhaps, low status.

Neither the passage of time nor the increasing employment of mothers with young children, seem to have significantly changed the position of this work on the occupational hierarchy, nor its gendered status (Whitebook, Howes & Phillips 1998).  My analysis suggests, therefore, that the continued devaluation of this occupation is, in part, explained by the acts and actions of workers as they participate in the key interacting processes that sustain it.

Endnotes
� Author’s Note: I am greatly indebted to Wendy Brown, Spencer Cahill, Kathy Charmaz, Jennifer Eichstedt, Carol Ray, Craig Reinarman, Candace West, and anonymous reviewers at Symbolic Interaction for their comments on this paper at various stages of its development. 





�. Though Acker talks about "organizations" being gendered, I have transposed her use of this concept and applied it to the "occupation" of childcare. 


�. Hewitt defines aligning actions as Aa form of talk that pervades everyday life; they include the accounts, explanations, apologies, disclaimers, and other techniques people employ as they talk about unexpected and problematic behavior, seek to protect or defend themselves from accusations, and attempt to make their conduct appear sensible and desirable in cultural terms. (1997: 141).@


�. Even a cursory examination of newspaper articles related to child care reveals a tendency for worker-related stories to focus on issues of abuse.  In 1991, for example the San Francisco Chronicle ran thirty-nine articles under the subject heading child care.  Of those thirty-nine articles, thirty-one percent (18) were stories involving day care abuse.  


�. One example of this awareness came through in my interviews with workers.  In reference to the question “How do you think the American Public views child care workers?” every single worker I interviewed and surveyed responded, “as baby-sitters.”





�. In my research on battered women’s shelters I had concluded that shelters are a response to the problem of violence against women, not a solution (Author, 1988).





�. The names of both individuals and child care centers appearing in this text have been changed to preserve the confidentiality of those involved.


�. The findings of my research are bounded by the fact that I studied not-for-profit, center-based child care.  There is much evidence to suggest that my findings about intimacy and "emotional labor" would differ had I studied larger for-profit centers (Bradbard et.al. 1983), or family day care providers (c.f. Nelson, 1990; Uttal, 1996). 


�. For a more in depth analysis of the experience of men in childcare and the Aclimate of suspicion@ that often surrounds them see Author (1996). 


� The Worthy Wage campaign is a local (California) and national campaign to increase public awareness of the disparity between the work of child caregiving and the wages paid to workers.  





� According to Scott and Lyman, accounts are situated and "are standardized within cultures so that certain accounts are terminologically stabilized and routinely expected when activity falls outside the domain of expectation" (1970:344). The gendered domain of expectation for women seeking employment in the 1990s is not confined to women's traditional occupations, such that women who do seek "women's work" are in need of an account to explain their untoward action. 


�. For an excellent historical analysis of gender and caring work, see Francesca M. Cancian and Stacey J. Oliver (2000). 


� There are some pejorative accounts invoked for men who engage in childcare giving, but clearly these are not accounts men would offer for themselves (c.f. Author, 1996, 1997).


�. Whitebook, Howes, & Phillips (1998) note that this turnover rate varies by type of center, with the lowest turnover in independent nonprofit programs (28% annually for teaching staff), and the highest in for-profit chains (45% for all teaching staff).


� I am indebted to Spencer Cahill for his suggestions for reframing this particular conclusion. 
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