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facilities (Scarr, 1998). A variety of options for child care are available, including home or center 
care, licensed or unlicensed care, and for-profit or not-for-profit organizations. The amount 
of time spent in child care is not as important as the quality of care (McCartney et al., 2010). 
Quality of care from birth through age 4 can have positive effects on academic achievement 
through adolescence (Vandell, Belsky, Burchinal, Steinberg, & Vandergrift , 2010).

Quality care typically means a safe environment with warm, supportive interactions that 
enhance children’s development. Specific characteristics of quality care include the following:

•• Small group sizes within homes or classrooms.

•• Low teacher-to-child ratios within classrooms.

•• Qualified teachers or child care providers with early childhood education or child devel-
opment training.

•• High stability or low turnover rates among teachers.

Although quality of care is an important microsystem to consider, other factors appear 
to have an even greater influence on later development. A government-funded study has 
examined child care since 1991, following children from birth through sixth grade. The 
most recent findings indicate that parenting practices as well as a child’s temperament are 
better predictors of later cognitive and social development outcomes than are experiences in 
child care facilities (Belsky et al., 2007; Burchinal, Lowe Vandell, & Belsky, 2014; Pluess & 
Belsky, 2010). Broader contextual factors may also have a stronger impact on the cognitive 
and academic performance of children than quality of child care. For example, although 
quality of child care is related to language and cognitive development in children, this 
connection can be explained by family income and SES, because families living in higher 
socioeconomic (SES) neighborhoods have better access to quality child care (Brooks-Gunn, 
Han, & Waldfogel, 2002; Hatfield, Lower, Cassidy, & Faldowski, 2015; Scarr, 1998). 
Figure 2.3 depicts the complex nature of how microsystems, mesosystems, exosystems, and 
macrosystems together influence an individual.

Cultural Factors
Like parenting practices (microsystem) and parental employment (exosystem), even broader 
contextual factors—SES (macrosystem)—can shape child and adolescent development. More 
specifically, high-poverty school systems and highly segregated African American school systems 
can have a negative impact on educational outcomes beyond individual differences (Borman &  
Dowling, 2010). Similarly, cultural values regarding education can play a major role in chil-
dren’s and adolescents’ academic performance. Almost all parents want their children to excel 
academically and become successful, yet parental expectations may vary based on ethnicity and 
SES. For example:

•• Asian American students report that their parents have higher expectations and stan-
dards for school success than parents of White American students or Latino students 
(Chen & Stevenson, 1995; Naumann, Guillaume, & Funder, 2012).

FIGURE 2.2     Exosystem’s Relevance. The indirect influence of parental employment 

on academic achievement.
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