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Description

This research project seeks to explore informal child care by alternative caregivers in White Mountain Apache communities.  The White Mountain Apache largely reside on the 1.6 million acre Fort Apache Reservation in east central Arizona.  Research in the mid-1990s on Apache parenting found 88 percent of those interviewed reporting that they used informal caregivers to help them care for their children; grandparents and other adult relatives each comprised approximately 30 percent of these alternative caregivers, with fathers, siblings, and non-relatives also reported as caregivers, but less frequently.
  While supplemental caregiving is the primary focus of this research, surrogate caregiving will be investigated as well.  Other research from the early 1990s showed that 17 percent of children on the Ft. Apache Reservation lived with grandparent caregivers at the time of the study.
  While in many cases these surrogate caregiving arrangements are permanent, many others are temporary and may constitute a form of longer-term child care arrangement.

While such informal child care, often by relatives, is common in this and many other Native American communities, little is known about the contexts in which formal vs. informal child care is used, which caregivers are preferred, and the benefits and challenges of such child care arrangements for both the alternative caregivers and the parents (or other primary caregivers).  Because many children do spend a great deal of time with alternative caregivers, the children’s health and well-being are influenced by the skills, knowledge, and resources of their alternative caregivers as well as their parents.  Case studies with parents of young children in the White Mountain Apache community have revealed concerns about health care access, and parents describe using multiple healing/treatment options in relation to their children’s illnesses (including home care, IHS and off-reservation medical treatment, medicine men, faith healing churches, etc.).  The role that alternative caregivers play in recognizing illness in the children in their care, and in making decisions about treatment and seeking treatment for these children is little known, and is the secondary focus of this research.

This research is being conducted by Shannon Sparks, a doctoral candidate in cultural and medical anthropology at the University of Arizona.  The four main objectives of this research are:

(1) to collect information about which individuals in the community provide informal care for children, and the factors involved in parents’ decisions about child care options;

(2) to examine the roles and responsibilities of informal caregivers, including their responsibilities when children in their care become sick;

(3) to investigate how caregiving changes in the event a child is sick, and the individuals who are involved in medical decision making and treatment seeking; and

(4) to explore community perceptions of different informal caregivers and their use as child care providers, and historical changes in patterns of caregiving.

Major Research Questions

· Who are the caregivers (both formal and informal) in the White Mountain Apache community?

· What tasks and level of responsibility are expected of various caregivers (such as grandmothers, fathers, siblings, etc.)?

· How do parents use informal caregivers in conjunction with formal child care options, and how are community programs used by parents as resources for free after-school and summer care?

· How has welfare reform affected parents’ child care decisions and options within this community?

· What are the perceived benefits and drawbacks of both informal and formal child care for the children, the parents, and the providers?

· Does caregiving change when a child becomes ill (perhaps with caregiving responsibility returning to the primary caregiver), and are such changes dependent upon the perceived severity and contagion of the child’s illness?

· Which individuals play a role in decisions to seek treatment for a child, and which treatment options do different caregivers utilize?

· Who provides caregiving during periods of convalescence and when do child care arrangements return to ‘normal’?

· Does alternative caregiving differ for children who have special needs or are chronically ill?

· How has child caregiving changed over the past 150 years as a result of the extreme social change experienced by the White Mountain Apache?

· Who does the community perceive to be the most appropriate providers of child care today?

· Do concerns about cultural competence and language survival influence decisions to use informal child care?

· How are surrogate caregivers used within the community?

· Why do certain families not utilize informal caregivers?

Research Design & Methodology

The emphasis in this study will be on collecting rich ethnographic (qualitative) data.  Semi-structured, open-ended interviews will be conducted with the primary caregivers and informal (supplemental) caregivers of approximately 45 White Mountain Apache children five and under, as well as 20 individuals who serve as surrogate caregivers and approximately 20 mothers who do not utilize alternative caregivers.

Unstructured observations will also be conducted with approximately 20 children with different caregivers.  Interviews and observations will be conducted over the course of a year in order to address possible seasonality issues relating to caregiving.  Community attitudes towards the use of alternative caregivers will be accessed through focused group discussions with various supplemental and surrogate caregivers.  Semi-structured, open ended interviews will also be conducted with elders in the community to identify changing patterns of child care over time.  
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