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QUALITY INFANT AND TODDLER 
CHILD CARE MATTERS  
 
 
The first three years of a child’s life are a 
critical time of growth and development. 
Quality care is extremely important for babies 
and toddlers, and increasing numbers of 
children are cared for by someone other than 
their parent. Early environments make a 
difference, and nurturing relationships are 
important for all children.70 Even families 
with plenty of financial resources need 
support to provide their children with the 
nurturing and stimulation they need. Families 
dealing with the challenges of poverty have 
an even greater need for support for their 
children71

 

, to ensure they grow up healthy 
and ready for school.  

Quick Facts   

  There are more than 12 million infants 
and toddlers in the United States.72

  46 percent of infants and toddlers 
under age 3 live in low-income 
families, and 24 percent live in poor 
families.
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  In 2005, 17.6 percent of infants and 26 
percent of toddlers of employed 
mothers were in care in an organized 

facility (such as a child care center).
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  Another 9.5 percent of infants and 10 
percent of toddlers of employed 
mothers were in family child care 
homes.75

 
 

The supply of child care for infants and 
toddlers is not nearly enough to meet the 
needs of families.   
 

  Licensed care is less available for 
infants and toddlers than for older 
children.76

  Infant care is often the most difficult to 
find, and parents often face long 
waiting lists.
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  Families earning low incomes find it 
particularly difficult to find care for 
their infants and toddlers because of 
other factors, including the need for 
part-time care, care during 
nontraditional work hours, care for 
children with special needs, or care for 
sick children.
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Families need a variety of child care options 
available to them so that parents can go to 
work.  
 

  Quality programs that reach families 
early and offer flexible service options 
have the largest positive impact on 
infants, toddlers and their parents.79
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  Options may include center programs, 
family child care homes, or relative 
caregivers. For continuity and 
stability, and so parents can work, the 
provision of child care must be 
reliable for the family.  

 
Infant and toddler child care must be of 
quality care.  
 

  More than half of kindergarten 
children are considered not ready 
when they arrive at school.80

  Infants and toddlers are not too young 
to benefit from quality early learning 
environments.   80 percent of brain 
development occurs between birth 
and age 3. 

 School 
readiness includes behavioral 
development and social emotional 
skills, in addition to cognitive and 
language skills. 

  According to ZERO TO THREE, 
quality infant-and-toddler child care 
includes small groups; high staff-to-
child ratios; continuity of care; 
primary caregiver assignments; health 
and safety; and cultural and linguistic 
continuity.81

  One study of 400 child care centers in 
four states found that only 8 percent of 
infant classrooms were of good or 
excellent quality. Forty percent of 
infant programs were of poor 
quality.
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  Quality programs that reach families 
early and offer flexible service options 
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have the largest positive impact on 
infants, toddlers and their parents.83

  Options may include center programs, 
family child care homes, or relative 
caregivers. For continuity and 
stability, and so parents can work, the 
provision of child care must be 
reliable for the family. 
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