
With summer break fast approaching, many parents – working or not – are wondering the same 
things: Can we leave the kids alone for awhile? The whole day? The evening? 

The answers, say those in the know, depend on your children and should be determined on a 
case-by-case basis. Sure, age needs to be taken into consideration, but maturity and the ability to 
handle responsibility are a few other variables that should factor into a decision. After all, some 
12-year-olds are far more mature than some 15-year-olds, said Harold Magalnick, M.D., a 
Phoenix pediatrician. Nevertheless, he added, it should be a given that children younger than 
elementary school age should never be left home alone.  

Once youngsters are in fifth- or sixth-grade, however, he said parents usually have begun – or, at 
the least, have seriously considered – leaving kids alone at home for a period of time. Not only is 
it a standard approach to allowing a child to experience some independence, it also affords 
parents some flexibility and it allows them to save money by forgoing a babysitter. 

There is, in fact, no state or federal law regarding the age at which a child is considered old 
enough, or too young, to be left alone, said Sgt. Tommy Thompson of the Phoenix Police 
Department. But both he and Magalnick said parents must be ready to face the consequences 
should something go awry while their child is home alone. 

“God forbid, if something happens, you – the parents – are ultimately responsible,” Magalnick 
said. 

“You need to be able to explain why you did what you did,” Thompson said, adding that 
negligence or abandonment are examples of charges that parents could face if a youngster is left 
alone and ends up in harm’s way. 

Parents, therefore, need to prepare their children for going it alone at home, no matter the 
duration. First, ask your child if he wants to stay by himself, said Goldie La Porte, manager of 
the Child Development department at Cardon Children’s Medical Center in Mesa. She said many 
will embrace the opportunity, but not all will. Children with active imaginations, for example, 
might be frightened by every noise they hear. If your child isn’t interested, consider delaying the 
solo stays. But if your child relishes the idea, gauge his readiness by observing and 
communicating with him, La Porte said. 

“Does your child follow directions and pick up everything around the house because he knows 
he should?” she asked. “Or does he not take out the trash, even though it’s one of his chores? If 
that’s the case, would you expect him to be responsible while you’re away?” 

Parents should also set clear boundaries and routines, such as not going outside to play or on the 
Internet while mom and dad are gone, and run through scenarios that could happen, like a 
stranger knocking at the door, the phone ringing or even a house fire. 



“Put a lot of structure into it,” said Jan Hamilton, a psychiatric nurse practitioner with Doorways, 
a teen counseling center in Phoenix. “Have your child call or text you while you’re gone, or have 
someone go to your house and check in on your child.” 

She also suggests parents gradually increase the duration of their absences. Leave for 20 minutes 
on the trial run, then increase that to an hour and so on. A Q-and-A session after each outing is 
also helpful, so parents can determine if their child experienced any concerns while they were 
gone. 

 Yes, it’s serious stuff, but it’s also an exciting time as it’s evidence that a child is growing up. 

“This whole deal of ‘how do you let your kids have more responsibility?’ It’s normal!” Hamilton 
said. 

 

(SIDEBAR) Thinking about leaving your kid at home? There are a lot of questions you should 
ask – and find the answers to – before you do. Here are just a few to consider, courtesy of 
Hamilton, La Porte, Magalnick and Thompson: 

• Are parents’ contact numbers and other important information written down and kept in a 
place accessible to the child? 

• Does the child clearly understand the rules he’s supposed to follow when staying alone?  
• Does the child clearly understand the consequences of not following the rules? 
• What should a child do when a stranger knocks on the door? 
• What should a child do when the phone rings? 
• Is the neighborhood safe? 
• Is there a trusted neighbor, or other such person living close by, that the child can call or 

visit contact in case of an emergency? Or, is there a trusted neighbor or other such person 
who can check in on the child, in person or even via phone, every so often? 

• Is there food in the house? Does the child know how to prepare it in a safe manner? 
• Does the child have the added responsibility of looking after siblings or other younger 

family members? 
• Does the child understand what an emergency is, and when it is appropriate or necessary 

to call 9-1-1?  
• If there is an emergency, does the child know how to get out of the house, and get others 

out as well, if necessary? 
• Does the home have working smoke detectors? 
• If the child is old enough, consider having him take a babysitting or CPR course 
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