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A
t som

e point during the school years, parents begin to consider the
possibility of having children care for them

selves before or after
school rather than being cared for by others. Self-care can be a
rew

arding experience for children w
ho are ready for it. It can help

them
 develop independence and responsibility and can give them

confidence in their ow
n abilities. H

ow
ever, if the child is not ready,

self-care can be a frightening and potentially dangerous situation.

H
ow can you tell if your child is ready?

U
nfortunately, there is no m

agic age at w
hich children develop the

m
aturity and good sense needed to stay alone. H

ow
ever, there are

som
e signs that show

 your child m
ay be ready. First, your child

should indicate a desire and w
illingness to stay alone. C

hildren w
ho

are easily frightened or express an unw
illingness to stay alone are

probably not ready for this responsibility. In addition, your child
should be show

ing signs of accepting the responsibility and being
aw

are of the needs of others and should be able to consider
alternatives and m

ake decisions independently. C
hildren w

ho are able
to get ready for school on tim

e, solve problem
s on their ow

n,
com

plete hom
ew

ork and household chores w
ith a m

inim
um

 of
supervision, rem

em
ber to tell you w

here they are going and w
hen they

w
ill be back are dem

onstrating som
e of the skills they need to care for

them
selves. For m

any children these abilities begin to appear betw
een

the ages of 10-12. Finally, your child should be able to talk easily w
ith

you about interests and concerns. G
ood parent-child com

m
unication is

needed to ensure that any fears or problem
s that arise because of

staying alone can be quickly discussed and dealt w
ith.

If your child is show
ing such signs, you m

ay w
ant to consider self-

care. H
ow

ever, several other factors m
ust also enter into your

decision. These are: the neighborhood in w
hich you live, the

availability of adults nearby and how
 long your child w

ill be alone. If
your neighborhood is unsafe, if there are no adults nearby to call in
case of em

ergency or if your child m
ust rem

ain alone for a very long
tim

e, it is best to continue to use som
e form

 of child care even if your
child seem

s ready to stay alone.

11.w
hether there w

as food and other provision left for the m
inor

12.w
hether any of the conduct is attributable to econom

ic hardship or
illness and the parent, guardian or other person having physical
custody or control of the child m

ade a good faith effort to provide
for the health and safety of the m

inor

13.the age and physical and m
ental capabilities of the person(s) w

ho
provided supervision for the m

inor

14.w
hether the m

inor w
as left under the supervision of another person

15.any other factor that w
ould endanger the health and safety of that

particular m
inor

Putting The Child’s Best Interest First
The w

elfare of the child is the prim
ary concern of child protection

investigators. If they determ
ine that child neglect has occurred, the

D
epartm

ent of C
hildren and Fam

ily Services w
ill talk w

ith the fam
ily

about w
hat is considered acceptable and unacceptable.

The solution m
ay involve a prom

ise on the part of parents not to leave
the children alone, or the D

epartm
ent m

ay help the fam
ily locate child

care services for som
e or all of the children currently left alone. In

m
ore serious cases, a child m

ay be rem
oved from

 the hom
e for their

safety.

D
C

FS is not trying to punish the parents or the fam
ily, but w

ants to
m

ake sure the children are safe and cared for properly. A
s you can

see, parents and other persons responsible for a m
inor’s w

elfare m
ust

think carefully about m
any things before leaving their children alone.

This is im
portant, even if a child is left alone only occasionally or for

short periods of tim
e.

W
hen children are placed in situations of independence that they can

handle, it can help them
 learn responsibility. H

ow
ever, asking too

m
uch too soon can produce frightening and potentially dangerous

consequences for both the child and the parent.



Preparing Your Child to Stay A
lone

If you and your child agree that self-care is appropriate, the next step
is providing your child w

ith the know
ledge and training needed for

this new
 responsibility.

Children who stay alone need to know how to react
in situations such as:
•

being locked out
•

being afraid
•

being bored
•

being lonely
•

argum
ents w

ith brothers and sisters

and house rules about:
•

leaving the house
•

having friends in
•

cooking and use of kitchen equipm
ent

•
appropriate snacks and m

eals
•

talking w
ith friends on the phone

•
duties to be com

pleted w
hile hom

e alone

Children who stay alone need to have:

G
ood telephone skills:

•
a list of em

ergency num
bers

•
know

ledge of w
hat to say in an em

ergency situation
•

how
 to respond if som

eone calls
•

understanding of appropriate and inappropriate reasons for
calling parents or other adults for help

G
ood personal safety skills:

•
how

 to answ
er the door w

hen alone
•

how
 to lock and unlock w

indow
s

•
w

hat to do if approached by a stranger on the w
ay hom

e
•

w
hat to do if they think som

eone is in the house w
hen they get

hom
e

•
w

hat to do if som
eone touches them

 inappropriately

H
ow long m

ay a child be left alone?
W

hat is appropriate under certain circum
stances m

ay be considered
child neglect in other circum

stances.

W
hile recognizing that m

any factors m
ay apply, Illinois law

 lists 15
specific factors to be considered w

hen deciding w
hether a child has

been left alone for an unreasonable period of tim
e. They include:

1.
the age of the m

inor

2.
the num

ber of m
inors left at the location

3.
special needs of the m

inor, including w
hether the m

inor is
physically or m

entally handicapped, or otherw
ise in need of

ongoing prescribed m
edical treatm

ent such as periodic dosages of
insulin or other m

edications

4.
the duration of tim

e in w
hich the m

inor w
as left w

ithout
supervision

5.
the condition and location of the place w

here the child w
as left

w
ithout supervision

6.
the tim

e of day or night w
hen the m

inor w
as left w

ithout
supervision

7.
the w

eather conditions, including w
hether the m

inor w
as left in a

location w
ith adequate protection from

 the natural elem
ents such

as adequate heat or light

8.
the location of the parent or guardian at the tim

e the m
inor w

as
left w

ithout supervision, the physical distance the m
inor w

as from
the parent or guardian at the tim

e the m
inor w

as w
ithout

supervision

9.
w

hether the m
inor’s m

ovem
ent w

as restricted, or the m
inor w

as
otherw

ise locked w
ithin a room

 or other structure

10.w
hether the m

inor w
as given a phone num

ber of a person or
location to call in the event of an em

ergency and w
hether the

m
inor w

as capable of m
aking an em

ergency call



G
ood hom

e safety skills:
•

kitchen safety (use of appliances, knives and tools)
•

w
hat to do if they sm

ell sm
oke or gas, or in the event of a fire

•
w

hat to do during severe storm
s

•
basic first aid techniques and how

 to know
 w

hen to get help

Providing your children w
ith this know

ledge gives them
 confidence in

their abilities and w
ill help them

 deal w
ith any em

ergencies that m
ay

arise. W
hen teaching your children, give inform

ation gradually rather
than all at once. Too m

uch inform
ation at one tim

e is difficult to
rem

em
ber. Present your children w

ith a num
ber of situations and have

them
 act out their responses. For exam

ple, pretend you are a stranger
at the door asking to use the phone to call a tow

 truck, and then
pretend you are a salesm

an w
anting to leave som

e free sam
ples.

G
iving m

any exam
ples and having your children actually respond to

the situation w
ill help them

 respond quickly and flexibly if the
situation actually occurs w

hen they are alone.

Establishing A
 Trial Period

A
fter you have helped your child acquire the skills and know

ledge
needed to stay alone, set up a trial period of self-care in order to see
how

 your child adjusts to the situation. Initially presenting it as a
tem

porary arrangem
ent lets children know

 they can choose not to
continue if they are uncom

fortable staying alone and also allow
s

parents to m
ore easily end the arrangem

ent if they feel the child is
unable to handle the situation.

Throughout the trial period, and afterw
ards if you continue the

arrangem
ent, talk frequently w

ith your child about his or her feelings.
This w

ill allow
 you to deal w

ith problem
s quickly and w

ill help you
rem

ain close to your child. A
lso, periodically review

 house rules and
safety inform

ation w
ith your child. C

hildren forget easily – especially
if the inform

ation is seldom
 used. H

ow
ever, this infrequently-used

know
ledge – such as w

hat to do in case of a fire or other em
ergency –

m
ay one day be critical to your child’s safety.

C
hildren w

ho are m
entally and em

otionally ready to stay alone, w
ho

have been taught the skills and know
ledge needed to deal w

ith this new
responsibility and w

ho are able to talk easily w
ith their parents about

fears or concerns that m
ay arise, can gain m

uch from
 the opportunity to

care for them
selves.

W
hen is it legal to leave children alone?

W
hen thinking about leaving children alone, w

hether for a short or
long tim

e, it is im
portant for parents to consider all the risks involved.

There are m
any potential risks to children that need to be considered.

It is also im
portant to understand that parents and other persons

responsible for a m
inor’s w

elfare also face risks.

Parents are legally responsible for their children’s w
elfare until they

reach adulthood. Part of caring for children is providing adequate
supervision. U

nder som
e circum

stances a parent can be charged w
ith

neglect for leaving children unattended.

The children m
ay also be rem

oved from
 their hom

e and placed into
the state’s care for their protection, until a judge decides that the hom

e
is safe for the children to return to.

W
hat is lack of supervision?

Illinois law
 defines a neglected m

inor, in part,  as “any m
inor under

the age of 14 years w
hose parent or other person responsible for the

m
inor’s w

elfare leaves the m
inor w

ithout supervision for an
unreasonable period of tim

e w
ithout regard for the m

ental or physical
health, safety or w

elfare of that m
inor.”

Juvenile C
ourt A

ct, 705 ILC
S 405/2-3(1)(d)


