
























































































































































































And contrary to the weight of child development expertise in
the last several decades, it's now possible to find con-
siderable opinion telling mothers they can safely take a full-
time job away from home starting even weeks after a baby is
born.

But the non-trendy truth is that we really don't know how
much mothering a young child needs to develop optimally, or
even normally.

What passes as scientific research on early child develop-
ment is generally of poor quality, except for data on physical
growth and a few studies on early mental development. Casual
observations and opinions are footnoted and bibliographed and
quoted until they are accepted as fact. Most research that does
exist on the effects of a mother's employment on her off-spring
deals with school age children or adolescents. And what studies
there are of day care are done by people who have a
professional interest in discovering that it's fine for families and
kids and should be blessed with a flow of federal money.

The fashionable new wisdom on child development holds
that a baby is better off if a mother works away from him most of
his waking hours than if she stays home and wishes she were
getting on with her career. The only harm from her work-ing can
come from guilt about being away—never mind her fatigue, lack
of time for her child or herself, or problems with substitute
caretakers, or from her child's resentment, emo-tional
insecurity, or physical or psychological stress.

But that conclusion is little more than subjective specula-tion
and can't be supported as yet with much more than some first-
person case histories.

The new magazines for working mothers are filled with time-
saving tips and cafeer strategies and unsubstantiated ra-
tionalizations about "quality time not quantity of time" being
important to a young child. Like the arguments for abortion, they
are written in the mother's interest, not the child's.

But young children haven't necessarily changed because
women have. To date there is no convincing evidence that
wishing they weren't so dependent on parents has meant they
can safely get along with less loving, Individual attention from
a mother or father.

I wish our efforts to help beleaguered working mothers with
young children were directed more at reshaping the job market
and the way young parents have to work than at redefining the
nature and nurture of their children. Despite the holes in the
child development data base, the case is stronger that
youngsters need mothers than that substitutes do just as well.
The risks to society of altering the structure of the workweek to
accommodate the new norm of working mother are far less than
trying to alter or limit the timeless relationships between mother
and young child.

Copyright © 1981 Chicago Tribune. Used with permission.
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