When is a Child Too Sick for Daycare?

[image: image1.wmf]If you’ve been a daycare provider for awhile, you’ve probably heard the following at one time or another:

“Junior woke up with a slight fever, but I gave him Tylenol, so he should be okay.” 

“Oh, your child is sick? That’s okay. Mine have already been exposed. We’ll be over anyway.”

“You are sick today?  Are you still watching kids? What will I do if you close?” 

These situations can be very tricky, especially if you don’t have a well-defined illness policy in place. From the provider’s point of view, having sick kids in childcare is not a good situation. You spend the day constantly wiping noses, doling out medications, and trying to keep the ill child away from the others, which is nearly impossible.  The child doesn’t have to be running 102 temperature to be miserable or whiny.

While I do watch children with mild symptoms, I tell the parents I do not run a “sick child” care, and if the children cannot keep up with the daily activities, then the child does not belong in care that day. If we had planned a trip to the library, but the parent thinks their child needs to rest on the couch all day, then I would prefer the child not come to care.  It isn’t fair to their child or the rest of the children. If their ill child needs to spend the day resting, it’s my view that they would rather be home with mom or dad.

If a child shows more aggressive symptoms such as diarrhea or vomiting while in daycare, I call the parent to pick up the child, and they must do so within an hour. This is a new policy of mine.  In the past, I’ve had parents spend four hours trying to rearrange their schedule, so the child was still in care most of the day and perhaps left only an hour early. This is not fair to anyone - the child, who is miserable, or to the other children who need attention, or to the provider.

I understand that parents might have a packed schedule, or they haven’t gotten around to finding back up care, or haven’t figured out an alternate plan if their child gets sick during the day. But I really try to urge them to do this from the beginning because it is bound to happen sooner or later. 

Most health professionals recommend that children with the following illnesses be excluded from child care:

Head lice

Impetigo

Chicken pox

Diarrhea (more than two a day)

Vomiting (twice within 24 hours)

Pink eye

Strep throat

Of course, there are more serious illnesses such as Hepatitis, Shingles, etc. in which a child should not be in care. But here I’m mostly dealing with the more common cold or flu when it is hard to determine if the child should be in care.

Fever: I have a new policy regarding running a fever at home.  If the child “wakes with a fever,” no matter what that fever is, the child is not allowed in care that day. You have no way of knowing if that fever will rise or what’s causing it. A seminar I attended suggested that if the child had a fever even the night before, they probably shouldn’t go to daycare the next day. I haven’t enforced this one yet because they may not have a fever the next day. If a child develops a fever that reaches 101 in daycare, then the parent needs to pick up the child. 

Also, if a child has vomited the day or evening before, they cannot come to daycare the next day. That symptom must be gone for 24 hours. Likewise, if a child vomits while in care, I call the parent and we wait for 24 hours.

What do you need to know as a provider if you have a sick child in your care?  Write down and post your illness policies and make sure the parents understand them. I had mine included as a paragraph in my contract, but I now have a separate sheet that I hand to them in their enrollment packet. It makes more of an impact if they see the illness policy all by itself. Make it clear to parents that they need to have backup care in place, not only in general, but also someone willing to watch a sick child. If they can’t find anyone, then they need to be responsible for picking up their child.

If you must dispense medication to a child in your care, you need to have the parent sign a Medication Release form for each medication. Give medicine only if it’s in the original container, including non-prescription medications. The label should list the child’s name, name of the doctor and the appropriate dosage. 

Sore medications properly – in a locked box away from children. If medicine needs to be stored in the refrigerator, put in a container so that the kids can’t get to it. It also helps prevent contamination of food and other medications. Keep a chart with the child’s name, medication given, how much, what time, etc. Keep a copy for yourself and make a copy to give to the parent each day. This will help avoid overdosing or forgetting a medication.

What to do if you have children of your own who are sick? I call the parents as soon as possible and notify them that I have a sick child at home (or two at the same time, which has happened before). I give them the option of bringing their children if mine have mild symptoms or a low-grade fever, and I try to keep them in their room and tend to them there during the day.  If my kids are running a high fever or vomiting, I usually cancel daycare because whatever they have is probably contagious, and if they are vomiting, I know I’ll be busy with that during the day and wouldn’t be able to tend to the other children as I should.

It is a fine line deciding when a child is too sick for daycare, and I try not to cancel daycare or call the parents at every sign of an illness. You can usually tell by the child’s behavior how they feel during the day or if they seem to get worse as the day progresses. We spend a lot of time washing hands and learning how to sneeze in our elbows so they don’t get their runny noses on their hands and wipe it on the furniture or other kids.

Would I prefer that children not come to daycare when they are sick? Sure. I don’t believe in exposing everyone if you don’t have to. But I realize that some symptoms can linger for days or even a couple weeks and not turn into anything major. In these cases, we can only hope for spring and open windows and playing outdoors. It does seem to help.
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