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Childcare, orthe
lack thereof, isan
issue for all of us.
Itaffectsus, at
least tangentially,
whetherweare
female or male,
old oryoung, parentsor not. There
have been many articles decrying the
lack of high-quality, affordable child-
care,and avariety of suggestions about
what employersand the government
should dotoalleviate the problems.

Inthisarticle, I will focus on one
narrow aspect of thisbroad and
complex topic: how childcare issues
affect the ability of aresearcher with
young children to attend and partici-
pate in conferences, and consequently
how career advancement isaffected. As
amotherwho has no option but to
travel with her 4-year-old daughter, |
write from first-hand experience.

Thefirstissue to consider,and one
that frequentlyisthe deciding factor, is
the traveling expenses ofachild.
Expensesinclude:

« airfare (full fare startsatage 2),

« childcare (inaddition to normal
childcare expensesat home, which must
be paid whether or not the child
attends),

« car rental (cabsrarely have
seatbelts, therefore child safety seats
cannotbe used),

= meals (for logistical reasons,
these often mustbe boughtin the
notoriously expensive hotel restaurant)
and

= additional hotel costs.

Usually, none of these costsare
reimbursable by aresearchgrantor
employer. These costsare not even tax-
deductible, although they are manda-
tory for the employee toattend the
conference. Itisnot unusual foritto
cost $1,000 to take my childtoa
conference. How many conferencescan
aparentafford toattend with thistype
offinancial burden? Howmany peopleat
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the junior level can afford any such
trips?

Given that the parentsomehow
manages to handle the expense, the real
challengestill looms. How do you
arrange for childcare in an unfamiliar,
distant place? Ifyou can locate a
caregiver, how canyou feel secure about
leavingachild with a caregiveryou
have never met?

Frequently, large hotelslist
babysittingasan available service.
However, my personal experience is
that the babysitters rarely exist. My
daughter was 5 months old when | took
her with me for the first time. It was the
most important conference inmyfield. |
was on the program committee, and |
had a paper inthe conference. | would
not have missed it for the world. |
phoned the hotel and was told they had
ababysitting service and that no
reservationswere needed. Whenwe
arrived, | learned the reality—maybe
they could think of someone | could
phone and ask if they wanted to come
tothe hotel and babysit. After some
discussion, they concluded they could
not think of anyone. My daughter
therefore attended her first conference.
Needless to say, it affected my ability to
participate.

Similar situations happened at the
nextseveral conferenceswe attended.
Finally, I realized I was not likely to find
childcare atahotel, and had better
make other arrangements. | have
devised many creative waystoarrange
for childcare when | attend a confer-
ence. When | cannot locate what seems
tobe high-quality, safe childcare, |
simply do not attend the meeting.

Severalmonthsbefore the
conference, I begin phoning everyonel
knowwho livesand worksin the
conferencearea. | ask if they have
colleagueswith children my daughter’s
age. I then phone those “leads” and ask
abouttheir childcare arrangements.
Could theyfind outwhether their
caregiver would take an extra (wonder-
fully bright, easy-going, ever-cheerful)
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child for the necessary days? If not,
could they ask their caregiver fora
recommendation? If thisdoes not
produce leads, I look for faculty
members near the conference and ask
them to ask students if they would like
to earn extramoney babysitting. 1 ask
colleagueswhether their teenage
childrenwill be attendingand might be
interested in babysitting. Itisalot of
work, anditis not for the faint-hearted.
I have had some wonderful luck, buton
other occasions, | have come up empty-
handed and simply decided there was
no solution, and that | would just have
tomiss the conference.

The bottom line is that | am a fairly
senior researcherand much better able
toabsorb the costs than many other
people. Beingsenior, | know lots of
people around the country and
therefore have good contacts. Still,
travel toacountry where English is not
the primary language seems impossible
to me now. I simply do not submit
papersto conferencesoverseas, and | do
notattend those conferences.

Itiscertainly true that thereare
menwho are single parents or the
primary caregiversfor their children,
andwho face these problems. And
there are women whose personal
situation allows themto travel without
their children. Still, at the present time,
childcare responsibilities, especially for
youngchildren, fall disproportionately
onwomen, and therefore women suffer
most often and most directly.

How manywomen face these
situationsand find theminsurmount-
able? How does this affect their careers?
Aretheytaken lessseriously because
they cannot attend meetings, and
therefore publish less than their male
colleagues? Are they considered
unprofessional if they attend witha
young child because thatisthe only way
they canattend? Evenifaparent
manages to attend and arrange
childcare, itisdifficult, if notimpossible,
toattend the social eventssurrounding
the conference. What contactsare
missed asaresult?

We need creative solutions, or we
will continue to lose the participation of

valuable members of our professional
community. Possible solutionsinclude:
= Professional societies can adopt
the policy thatall sponsored confer-
encesshould be held at hotels that
provide childcare facilities. Hotels, like
otherbusinesses, are responsive to what
they perceive astheireconomic self-
interest. If major organizations, such as
ACMand IEEE, demand on-site
childcare, change ismuch more likely to
occur than ifindividuals simply request
itorindividual conferencesrequireit.

Although I believe thereisa
reasonable argument that the cost of
this childcare should be borne by all
since itis for the common good of the
professional community, | am not
proposing that. | am only suggesting
that our professional societies require
that afee-for-services facility be
available at the conferencesite.

= Rulesof granting agencies could
be changed to permitadditional
expenses to be charged, when necessary,
for the grantee to travel. I frankly have
mixed emotionsabout thissuggestion.
Theregenerallyisafixed, finiteamount
of travel money available, and funds
used to pay for a child’s travel could not
be used by astudent or grantee.
However, if this is the only way for
someonetoattend, then perhapsit s
worth the tradeoff.

Another possibility isthat if the
grantee can obtain another source of
travel funds for themselves, the grant
travel money can be spent to pay for a
child'stravel. Itissometimes possible to
arrange togive acolloquiumatan
industry or university site near the
conference. If that source pays the
grantee’sexpenses, then the grant
money could be used instead for the
child, thereby allowing the grantee to
attend.

Whatever solutionswe settle on, it
means changing public policy. We are
not likely to accomplish thisin the near
future. Aslongasitis not perceived by
our community asaserious problem
requiringaction, nothingwill change.

Elaine Weyuker isaprofessor of computer
scienceatthe Courant Institute of Mathemati-
cal Sciences of New York University.
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they need most is not more gigabit
communication, butavariety of other
things.

= Focusing research on committee-
determined methodology isarecipe for
narrowness. Inthe 1970s, DARPA had
aspeech recognition project that set out
topick five research teamsinitially, then
narrow it to three, then later end up
with one enormously narrowed speech
recognition research. Everyone hoped
to be part of the team that was finally
selected and knew quite alotabout the
prejudices of the committee members.

Althoughthereisagovernmentcrisis
overthesupportofbasicresearch, I believe
thatcomputerscientistsshouldact

collectivelywith other scientistin its
defense and not try to take advantage of
the othersbyanillusory merger of
computer science and computer
engineering.

Inthisconnection, the NSB
commission'sreporton NSF [See Page 4]
isencouraging. ltemphasizestheimpor-
tanceofinvestigator-initiated research,
restatesthe mission of NSFasbeing the
supportofbasic researchandshowsnobias
infavor of researchempires. Inthis, it
agreeswith the petition rather thanwith
the NRCreportandthe line taken by
Peter Likinsand Fred W. Weingarteninthe
September issue of CRN.

John McCarthyisaprofessor of computer
scienceat Stanford University.

Please note: The 1991-92 CRA Taulbee Survey results will be printed in the
March issue of CRN. One copy of the results will be mailed in January to
department chairswho participated in the survey.

Correction: Thefirst paragraph ofapage 1 article on federal policy in the
Novemberissue incorrectly identified a House subcommittee.
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