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How Early Child Care Affects  
Later Development

A review of the most recent findings of a long-term study of the effects of 
child care on children’s outcomes later in life.

Why was the study done?  What are the enduring effects of early child 
care?  In response to longstanding public interest, the National Institute of 
Child Health and Human Development (NICHD) inaugurated a $200 mil-
lion study in 1991 to discover the immediate and long-term effects of early 
child care experiences on cognitive and social-emotional development. 
How important is the quality of the child care experience? How do the ef-
fects of child care compare with  the quality of parenting at home?  This 
most recent report of this important study, released in March 2007, extends 
the findings to the effects of child care experience on school achievement 
and conduct at fifth and sixth grade.

How was the study conducted?  Developmental scientists at 10 locations 
in the United States recruited mothers during hospital visits shortly after their 
baby’s birth.  Starting with 1,364 children and their families, participants 
were studied throughout infancy and childhood.  Based on maternal in-
terviews, questionnaires, and laboratory, home, and child care observa-
tions, investigators studied the nature, quantity, and quality of child care 
arrangements, and children’s cognitive, language, social-emotional, and 
physical health outcomes were assessed.  The study continued as children 
entered and progressed through school, when teacher reports and aca-
demic achievement were included, to evaluate the long-term effects of 
early child care experience.

What did the study find?  First, the quality of child care is important.  
Whether children were at a child care center, family day care home, or 
other setting, higher quality care (based on comprehensive observations 
in the settings) was associated with higher vocabulary scores in fifth grade. 
Second, parenting quality is a far stronger influence on children’s cogni-
tive and social-emotional development than is child care experience, ir-
respective of how much time children spend in child care. Children whose 
mothers were more sensitive, supportive, and responsive had higher scores 
on reading, math, and vocabulary achievement in fifth grade, and in sixth 
grade teachers rated them higher on work habits and social skills, and 
lower on problem behavior in the classroom. Third, children with more ex-
perience in child-care centers were rated by their teachers as showing 
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somewhat more disruptive behavior in sixth grade.  Such behaviors (such 
as being argumentative or uncooperative) were slightly elevated—al-
though still within the normal range—for children with center-based early 
experience, but were not elevated for children in other types of care.

What do the findings mean?  Parents are the most important influence 
on their children’s development, and programs that support parents’ abil-
ity to provide responsive care are likely to benefit children. Nevertheless, 
attention to the quality of child care and to classroom and playground 
dynamics when children spend extensive time in care with large groups of 
other children is important for ensuring positive language and behavioral 
development.  This is important because the average quality of child care 
in the United States is mediocre, and much improvement is needed.  The 
findings concerning disruptive behavior suggest that greater attention to 
early social and emotional skills in preschool and school classrooms, in-
cluding teacher training focused on these issues, is important to helping 
children get along with others and benefit from learning opportunities. 
However, contrary to widespread media reports of this study, the effects of 
early child care experience on disruptive behavior in sixth grade—and, in 
fact, all aspects of behavior and academic performance—were small.
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review based on their 
scientific merit and contri-
butions to understanding 
early development. No 
single study is definitive, 
of course. Understand-
ing of early development 
is based on many stud-
ies that, taken together, 
permit broad conclusions 
and human applications. 
Generalizing to human 
children the results of 
studies with animals, for 
example, must be done 
cautiously and confirmed 
by research with children 
and their families. The 
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