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The Need for High-Quality Child-care

Posted on October 14, 2025

Article Overview

The article selected for review is “Infant and Toddler Child-Care Quality and Stability in Relation to
Proximal and Distal Academic and Social Outcomes” by Mary E. Bratsch-Hines, R. Carr, E. Zgourou,
Lynne Vernon-Feagans, and Michael Willoughby. Published in Child Development in 2020, the study
examines whether the quality and continuity of nonparental care during the first three years of life
are associated with language, academic, and social outcomes measured during toddlerhood and
kindergarten. The original review correctly identifies two central findings: more frequent positive
verbal interaction between caregivers and children was associated with stronger language skills at 36
months, and greater caregiver stability was associated with stronger social skills in kindergarten.
These results support the importance of high-quality child care, but they should be interpreted as
associations within a particular sample rather than proof that child care alone determines later
success. (Bratsch-Hines)

Why Infant and Toddler Care Matters

The first years of life involve rapid development in language, emotional regulation, attention,
movement, and social communication. Children learn through repeated interaction with adults who
respond to sounds, gestures, attention, distress, and exploration. Parents and other family members
are central, but many children also spend substantial time with child-care providers. The quality of
those experiences can shape the opportunities children have to hear language, practice turn-taking,
form relationships, and participate in predictable routines. Child care should therefore be understood
not merely as supervision while parents work but as a developmental environment.

Quality and Stability Are Different Concepts

The study distinguishes quality from stability. Quality concerns what happens during care, including
the warmth, responsiveness, language, and instructional support provided by caregivers. Stability
concerns continuity: whether children experience the same caregiver or repeated changes across
infancy and toddlerhood. A setting may be stable but low in responsive interaction, or stimulating but
characterized by frequent staff turnover. These dimensions can affect development through different
pathways and should not be combined into one vague idea of “good daycare.”

Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 1



@ ’ACADEMIC

The Research Question

The researchers asked whether observed caregiver-child interaction and continuity of caregivers from
6 to 36 months predicted outcomes measured close to the care period and later in kindergarten. They
also examined whether early language ability helped explain the relationship between child-care
experiences and later academic or social outcomes. This design is valuable because it does not stop
at a single short-term measure. It considers whether early experiences may operate through
developmental pathways rather than producing a direct permanent effect.

The Family Life Project

Participants came from the Family Life Project, a longitudinal study of children and families in low-
income rural communities in Pennsylvania and North Carolina. The larger project was designed to
examine development in areas often underrepresented in major child-development research. Rural
families may face long travel distances, fewer licensed providers, limited transportation, unstable
employment, and shortages of specialized services. Studying this population adds important
evidence, but it also means findings should not automatically be generalized to affluent urban
families, every cultural community, or all types of child care. (National Institute of Child Health and
Human Development Early Child Care Research Network)

The Study Sample

The analysis included 1,055 children whose families reported at least one experience of nonmaternal
child care at 6, 15, 24, or 36 months. “Nonmaternal care” can include different arrangements, such as
centers, family child-care homes, relatives, or other providers. The children did not necessarily
receive the same amount or form of care. This variation reflects real life, but it complicates
interpretation. Care arrangements are selected partly according to parental work, resources, location,
child needs, and available providers. These factors may also influence development.

Data Collection

The Family Life Project used repeated home and child-care visits. Parents were interviewed in their
homes, and researchers observed or assessed caregivers and children in care settings. Repeated
measurement is stronger than asking adults years later to remember early care. Direct observation
can capture interaction that administrative records cannot. However, observation represents limited
periods. A caregiver may behave differently when observed, and one visit may not capture the full
range of daily experience. Strong studies acknowledge that every measurement is a sample of
behavior.
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Measuring Caregiver Interaction

Positive verbal interaction includes responsive conversation, labeling, questions, explanations, and
language connected with the child’s focus. Infants and toddlers learn language most effectively
through reciprocal exchange rather than passive exposure to words. A caregiver who notices what a
child is looking at, responds to vocalization, and expands the child’s message creates repeated
opportunities for learning. The study’s association between verbal interaction and 36-month language
skills is therefore theoretically plausible. It does not mean that caregivers should talk constantly or
turn every moment into formal instruction. Responsiveness, timing, and shared attention matter.

Measuring Caregiver Stability

Caregiver stability was assessed through continuity across the repeated child-care periods. Stability
can support familiarity, trust, and accurate interpretation of a child’s signals. A consistent caregiver
learns how a child expresses hunger, fear, interest, fatigue, and frustration. The child learns what to
expect from the adult. Continuity can also improve communication with families. At the same time,
keeping the same caregiver is not automatically beneficial if care is unsafe, unresponsive, or harmful.
Stability has value when the relationship itself is supportive.

Proximal and Distal Qutcomes

Proximal outcomes are measured relatively close to the early-care period, such as language ability at
36 months. Distal outcomes occur later, such as academic and social skills in kindergarten. Distal
effects are harder to estimate because many experiences occur between infancy and school entry.
Family relationships, preschool, health, neighborhood conditions, teaching quality, and later child care
can strengthen or weaken earlier patterns. A modest association years later may still be important,
but it cannot be interpreted as a simple direct effect. (Bratsch-Hines)

Use of Structural Equation Modeling

The researchers used structural equation modeling in Mplus and accounted for the project’s complex
sampling strategy through weights and stratification factors. Structural equation modeling allows
researchers to examine several pathways simultaneously, including indirect relationships. For
example, caregiver language interaction may relate to kindergarten outcomes through its association
with language at 36 months. The technique is powerful, but the credibility of conclusions still depends
on the quality of the measures, assumptions of the model, and whether important confounders were
addressed. A sophisticated statistical method cannot transform observational data into a randomized
experiment.
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Main Finding: Verbal Interaction and Early
Language

Children who experienced more positive verbal exchanges with caregivers tended to have stronger
language skills at 36 months. This finding supports theories emphasizing responsive communication.
Language develops through hearing words in meaningful contexts, attempting communication,
receiving feedback, and participating in routines. The result also supports professional development
that helps caregivers recognize and extend children’s communication. It should not be interpreted to
mean that a single conversational technique guarantees advanced language or that parents who use
child care are less important.

Language as a Mediating Pathway

The study found that children’s 36-month language capabilities mediated the relationship between
caregiver verbal interaction and later academic and social skills. Mediation means that the statistical
relationship was consistent with a pathway in which interaction supported early language, and early
language was then related to kindergarten functioning. Language helps children understand
instructions, express needs, join play, solve conflict, and participate in classroom activities. Yet a
statistical mediation model does not prove the sequence biologically or rule out other pathways. It
offers evidence consistent with the proposed developmental process.

Main Finding: Stability and Kindergarten Social
Skills

Children with more stable caregivers from 6 to 36 months received stronger social-skill ratings in
kindergarten. One possible explanation is that sustained relationships provide practice in trust,
emotional regulation, and reciprocal interaction. Continuity may also reduce repeated adjustment to
unfamiliar adults. Another possibility is that stable care settings differ in broader ways, including
staffing quality, wages, management, family resources, or provider type. The study adjusted for
relevant variables, but observational research cannot eliminate every alternative explanation.
(National Institute of Child Health and Human Development Early Child Care Research Network)

Effect Sizes

The original review correctly notes that the reported associations were modest. Small effects should
not be dismissed, especially when an experience affects large populations or accumulates over time.
However, modest findings should not be advertised as proof that one child-care feature determines
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school success. Development is shaped by many interacting influences. Honest policy communication
should describe both statistical significance and practical magnitude. Exaggerated claims can damage
trust and lead institutions to invest in one visible program while ignoring staffing, family poverty,
health, or school quality.

Strengths of the Study

Several features strengthen the research. It uses a large longitudinal sample, includes rural low-
income families, measures children and care repeatedly, and distinguishes caregiver interaction from
stability. It examines both near-term and later outcomes and tests a plausible language pathway.
Direct observation provides richer information than relying only on parent reports. The authors also
account for the sampling design and present limitations rather than treating the results as universal
laws.

Limitations of the Study

The study remains observational. Families do not select child care randomly, and child-care access is
shaped by employment, income, transportation, family support, and child characteristics. Care
observations are limited snapshots. Stability measures may not capture the quality of relationships or
reasons for change. Kindergarten social outcomes partly rely on teacher ratings, which can be
influenced by classroom context and expectations. The sample is especially relevant to low-income
rural communities but may not represent every U.S. child. Attrition and missing data are additional
concerns in any long-term study.

Correlation and Causation

The language used to describe results matters. It is appropriate to say that positive verbal interaction
was associated with stronger language or that caregiver stability predicted later social ratings in the
statistical model. It is too strong to say that stable child care caused academic success. Causal
evidence would require stronger designs, such as randomized interventions, natural experiments, or
convergence across multiple methods. The present study contributes valuable evidence, but it is one
part of a broader research base. (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine)

Implications for Child-Care Providers

Providers can use the findings to strengthen responsive communication and continuity. Practical
strategies include assigning primary caregivers, limiting unnecessary room transitions, maintaining
small groups, and creating predictable routines. Adults can follow the child’s attention, narrate shared
activities, wait for responses, expand words and gestures, and use books or songs interactively.
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Professional development should include observation, coaching, and feedback rather than one-time
lectures. Quality improvement should not demand more emotional labor from underpaid staff without
addressing working conditions.

Workforce Stability

Caregiver continuity depends on wages, benefits, workload, training, supervision, and career
opportunity. High turnover is often a system problem rather than an individual failure. Providers may
love their work but leave because compensation does not meet basic needs. Policies that encourage
continuity without funding the workforce may create unrealistic expectations. Improving child-care
quality requires treating caregivers as skilled professionals and creating conditions in which they can
remain.

Implications for Families

Families can ask how providers communicate with children, manage transitions, support attachment,
and respond when staff leave. However, parents should not be blamed when affordable options are
limited. The “best” arrangement depends on safety, culture, schedule, disability access, location, and
family circumstances. A stable relative-care arrangement may work well for one child, while a center
with specialized support may suit another. Families need accurate information and real choices rather
than moral judgment.

Implications for Policy

Policy should connect access, affordability, and quality. Increasing the number of places without
supporting interaction and staffing may expand care while preserving poor conditions. Raising
standards without funding can close providers and reduce access. Public investment can support
workforce compensation, training, quality monitoring, inclusion of children with disabilities, family
engagement, and supply in rural areas. The study is especially relevant to remote communities where
provider shortages make continuity difficult.

Equity Considerations

Low-income families often face the least stable work schedules and the fewest child-care options. A
parent may lose a placement when employment hours change or transportation fails. Rural providers
may serve large geographic areas and operate with narrow financial margins. Children who could
benefit from stable care may be least able to access it. Equity requires attention to affordability,
hours, location, language, disability services, and culturally responsive practice—not merely a quality
rating displayed on a website. (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine)
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Ethical Interpretation

Research about early development can unintentionally increase parental anxiety. Claims that the first
three years permanently determine a child’s future are not supported by this study. Early experience
matters, but development remains open to later relationships, education, intervention, and change.
The article should motivate investment, not fatalism. It should also avoid implying that nonparental
care is inferior to parental care or that all children require the same arrangement.

Further Research

Future studies could examine why caregivers leave, whether continuity benefits vary by relationship
quality, and which policies improve stability without reducing access. Research should include urban,
suburban, tribal, immigrant, and culturally diverse communities. It should examine fathers, relatives,
home-based providers, and different care schedules. Randomized coaching interventions could test
whether increasing responsive language produces measurable change. Longer follow-up could
evaluate whether associations persist, fade, or interact with later school quality.

Overall Evaluation

The article makes a meaningful contribution because it studies two dimensions of care across multiple
developmental periods and highlights a population often missing from research. Its strongest
evidence concerns the association between caregiver verbal interaction and early language and
between caregiver continuity and kindergarten social skills. Its main limitation is that observational
associations cannot establish that these experiences alone caused the outcomes. The modest effect
sizes and rural low-income sample call for careful interpretation rather than dismissal.

Conclusion

Stable, responsive child care can create valuable opportunities for language, trust, and social
learning. The Bratsch-Hines and colleagues study supports this conclusion while showing that quality
and continuity operate differently. Positive verbal interaction was linked with language at 36 months,
which in turn was associated with later academic and social functioning. Caregiver stability was
related to kindergarten social skills. These findings do not mean that child care determines destiny or
that one arrangement suits every family. They support a broader policy commitment to accessible,
adequately funded care staffed by trained professionals who have the conditions needed to build
sustained relationships with children. (Bratsch-Hines)
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