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Mother’s Little Helper
Finding quality daycare is a major expense for many Denver families, 

but this local mom found he money paid for more than just a babysitter.

By Kelly Pate Dwyer
October 2005 

  Like many moms, I cried the first time I dropped off my son, Miles, at daycare.

  Sure, we’d been planning this since I was five months pregnant, when we found our daycare provider, Donna, through friends; we paid her a deposit before our son was born.

But on that first morning of my new gig as a freelance writer, I struggled to start work in the curious silence of no-baby-at-home, forcing myself to wait at least two hours before calling to check on him. 

  As expected, our family adjusted. The change became routine and we grew to trust Donna, who watches Miles two or three days a week. I was also in for an amazing surprise. I learned from Donna—a mother and grandmother who’s provided daycare in her Denver home for 13 years—and that’s made me a better mom. 

She knows all the little tricks, like giving a wiggly 6-month-old a toy while changing a diaper to keep him still. Or coring and peeling an apple for a teething 9-month-old. Even better, she has helped me relax and put things in perspective: It wasn’t going to hurt Miles at 5 months that he drank more milk than doctors recommended, or that he didn’t like rice cereal. And just because Miles’ head was a bit oblong, flat in the back and, well, big (95th percentile), that didn’t mean anything was wrong with him. 

  Was I neurotic? Maybe.

  During my pregnancy and in the weeks after Miles was born, I read a lot about childcare—too much, if you ask my husband. In my defense, I don’t think you can read too much, but sorting through loads of advice it’s easy to lose touch with your instincts. Donna has helped me find my way back to common sense.

  She’s not one to say “you should.” That wouldn’t fly with us. Donna makes suggestions when I say something is bothering me, and has so far—knock on wood—assured me what Miles does or doesn’t do differently from other kids is “normal,” the best word a mom can hear.

  Her role in my life is unique. My mom and my mother-in-law are my most trusted sources, but they can’t always help with the daily dilemmas. Let’s face it: They raised their kids a while ago (as evidenced by the fact that I traveled by car in a padded laundry basket). And pediatricians see lots of kids, but they see my son for only a few minutes every couple of months. Who better than Donna, who spends most of her time with the same kids, to spot a baby’s first ear infection or know a baby is crying for a nap, not a bottle?  

  I’m not the only one unexpectedly learning from my daycare provider. Regan Petersen of Denver worried when, at 11 months, her son Cole was still doing an Army crawl (stomach to the ground) instead of a cruising on all fours, like most babies his age.

  “Being a first-time mom, I was really concerned,” Petersen says. One of his teachers at Cowlicks daycare in Park Hill said Cole might go right to standing, then walking. Sure enough, that’s what happened. “Right when he started standing up, it was like, ‘Let’s go!’” Petersen says.

  Nancy McLaughlin of Boulder likes that her daycare, Our Child Care Center in Longmont, helps with stage transitions. This year she expects to start potty-training her son Liam, 2. “It’s nice to know that there’s somebody that probably potty-trained hundreds of kids and is going to be able to partner with me on this and give me advice and another opinion,” she says.  

  Donna has helped ease Miles into new stages and learn new things, too. My son started using the sippy cup at her house, not ours. 

  As Miles approached his first birthday, I realized the only life he knows includes time at the “playhouse,” as my husband calls Donna’s home. When Miles sees Donna each morning, a shy smile creeps out from behind his pacifier before he beelines it to the toy closet. And I’ve realized that daycare can be more than just the place kids go when parents work. I can’t imagine life without Donna’s advice. She’s helped me become a better mom.

I still cry once in awhile on my way back home from daycare, when I glimpse Miles’ empty car seat in the rearview mirror. But I rarely worry and I’m able to work. 

Now, about that pacifier…

(This essay ran as part of section on finding quality daycare.)
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