

















YOUNG CHILDREN DEVELOP IN AN ENVIRONMENT OF RELATIONSHIPS

THE SCIENCE-POLICY GAP

The importance of mother-child relationships is old news. The importance of other family relationships
(with fathers, siblings, and grandparents) is semi-old news. The impact of these relationships on the
development of the brain is new news. And the important influence of relationships outside of the
family — with child care providers, peers, teachers, neighbors, and other adults and children in the
community — is even newer, because these individuals are often valued more for what they do than for
the meaning of their role in the life experience of very young children. Greater understanding of what
science tells us about the importance of a range of relationships for early childhood development

leads us to think about many areas of policy and practice in a new light.

4 Quality” in early child care and education, for example, is often defined in terms of
adult-child ratios, group size, physical facilities, and, more recently, cognitively oriented
curriculum. But “quality” is perceived differently when we view child care as a prominent
feature of the environment of relationships in which young children develop. The importance
of ensuring that relationships in child care are nurturing, stimulating, and reliable leads to an
emphasis on the skills and personal attributes of the caregivers, and on improving the wages

and benefits that affect staff turnover.' %676

aParental leave policies in the United States currently provide parents of young children with
few options. A maximum of only three months of unpaid leave are assured for parents of
newborns, and these policies cover only about half of American workers. Of those who are
eligible for leave, only those who can get by without earned income can afford to take it,
and less than half the workforce even has this option without risking loss of their job. These
policies seem highly problematic when viewed in relation to extensive scientific evidence of
the vital importance of establishing a strong and healthy mother-infant bond beginning in the
early months of life. They elicit even greater alarm when viewed in the context of
concerns about the potential adverse effects on very young babies of early and extended

experiences in out-of-home child care arrangements of highly variable quality.* """

aFor mothers receiving welfare support under Temporary Assistance to Needy Families
(TANF), federal rules require that states impose work requirements of 30 or more
hours per week. Although modifications are permissible, about half of the states do
not exempt mothers of children less than 12 months of age, and some states permit
mandated maternal employment beginning a few weeks after a baby’s birth. When
viewed as an adult-oriented employment policy, TANF can be a subject for reasonable
debate. But when examined from a child-oriented perspective, it reflects a wide gap
between what we know about the importance of early family relationships and what we are

doing to promote the health and well-being of our nation’s most vulnerable young children.”
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IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY AND PROGRAMS

The science of early childhood development is sufficiently mature to support a number
of well documented, evidence-based implications for those who develop and implement
policies that affect the health and well-being of young children. Five compelling messages

are particularly worthy of thoughtful consideration.

4aWhen considered within the context of a child’s environment of relationships,
the concept of school readiness is not exclusively a matter of fostering literacy and number
skills but must also include the capacity to form and sustain positive relationships
with teachers, children, and other adults, and develop the social and emotional

skills for cooperating with others.®7*7

4aWhen viewed as an important part of a child’s environment of relationships, early
childhood education must strive to involve young children in reciprocal learning
interactions with teachers and peers rather than isolated “pre-academic” work,
and it should capitalize on children’s natural interests and intrinsic drive to learn,
rather than follow an adult-determined agenda. Stated simply, young children
learn best in an interactive, relational mode rather than through an education

model that focuses on rote instruction.”

4Extending the length and coverage of leave currently provided under the Family
and Medical Leave Act would provide the critical necessities of time and economic
security that are required for parents to develop the nurturing relationships with
their children that are essential to healthy development. Much can be learned
from other industrialized nations that promote greater parental choice and child
well-being by providing subsidized parental leave for those who wish to stay at
home with their babies, and affordable, decent quality, early care and education

for the children of those who choose or are compelled to return to work.” 7

4ln the absence of consistent evidence that maternal employment intrinsically
helps or hurts most children, science has little to add to the ongoing political
debate about whether paid work should be a mandated requirement for mothers
on public assistance. Nevertheless, emerging data that suggest that maternal
employment in the first six months of an infant’s life may be associated with later
developmental problems, and concerns about the potential adverse impacts of
extended out-of-home child care experiences on young children’s social development
and behavior, require thoughtful public discussion. Each raises serious concerns
about the potential harm of mandated maternal employment and the limited
availability of affordable, high quality child care, particularly for the already vulnerable

babies of low income women on public assistance. It is time for society to weigh

NATIONAL the evidence carefully and fashion a more thoughtful policy for parents in the
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alraditional child welfare approaches to maltreatment focus largely on physical injury,
the relative risk of recurrent harm, and questions of child custody, in conjunction with
a criminal justice orientation. In contrast, when viewed through a child development
lens, the abuse or neglect of young children should be evaluated and treated as a matter
of child health and development within the context of a family relationship crisis,
which requires sophisticated expertise in both early childhood and adult mental
health. The regularized referral of suspected cases of child abuse or neglect from the
child welfare system to the early intervention system would assure appropriate
developmental and behavioral assessment and treatment as needed. Child abuse prevention
strategies that emphasize both the developmental needs of children and the importance
of community-based supports for families provide another clear example of how we

can close the gap between science and practice for our most vulnerable young children.'
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