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Chapter 2.  Standards and governance for quality early childhood education 

and care 

Aspects of governance and standards are among the most commonly used regulations for 

improving early childhood education and care (ECEC) quality. This chapter provides an 

overview of the evidence linking structural mechanisms in standards and governance to 

staff-child interactions, by integrating the evidence for centres for children aged 3 to 5, 

and for children aged 0 to 2, including family daycare settings. Structural characteristics, 

such as ratio of children to staff, group sizes or physical location of the centre, affect the 

environment for staff and children, and thereby influence staff-child relationships 

established in ECEC settings and the support to children’s development. Other aspects of 

governance, such as funding and classroom composition are also likely to play a role. 

The evidence on the benefits of longer hours of provision in general and licensing in 

family daycare remains largely inconclusive. 
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Introduction 

Policy makers use many structural indicators to determine the quality of early childhood 

education and care (ECEC) centres, including aspects of governance and standards. 

Structural aspects, such as the ratio of children to adults, group sizes, funding structure of 

the organisation (public vs. private) or physical location of the centre (urban vs. rural, in a 

school or in a daycare centre), are likely to affect the working conditions for staff, and 

therefore influence the relationships established in ECEC settings between staff and 

children.  

Child-staff ratios and group size are the most commonly studied aspects, and also the 

most commonly used regulations for improving ECEC quality. Based on the existing 

evidence from the schooling sector, as well as developmental and educational theory 

highlighting the importance of individualised pedagogy, particularly for the youngest 

children, many countries have implemented policies to reduce group size in early 

childhood development programmes (ISCED 01), and a trend is observed of smaller 

child-staff ratios in OECD countries in ISCED 01, compared to pre-primary education 

(ISCED 02) (see Figure 2.1) (OECD, 2017a[10]). 

Figure 2.1. Child-staff ratios in early childhood education and care (ISCED 0) (2015). 

Staff include the teaching staff as well as teaching assistants. 

 

Notes: 1. Year of reference is 2014. 2. Including early childhood development (ISCED 01). Countries are 

ranked in descending order of child-staff ratios in pre-primary education, including early childhood 

development (ISCED 01). Data for Belgium for ISCED 02 exclude students and teachers from the German-

speaking Community. See Education at a Glance 2017 Annex 3 for further notes 

(www.oecd.org/education/education-at-a-glance-19991487.htm). Data for the Flemish Community of 

Belgium were available for ISCED 01 in 2015. However, due to the recent policy transition, no data were 

reported at this stage. 

Source: (OECD, 2017d[95]).  
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Countries organise the funding structure for ECEC in different ways. Some countries 

have a public sector that provides universal access from a certain age, such as the 

European Nordic countries; whereas in other countries, the private sector chiefly runs 

ECEC settings, or there is a mix of the two. Private settings usually are more common for 

the youngest children. In this report, settings were considered public if they received 

funding from different public agencies at the state, city or country level. 

The type of programme children attend determines the number of hours they spend in 

ECEC. Full-day programmes tend to be five to six hours a day, five days a week, whereas 

part-day programmes tend to involve a reduced number of hours and/or days. Full-day 

programmes are generally assumed to be better for children’s development and learning 

because longer days give staff the opportunity to develop a more complete and 

multifaceted programme, and children can be more involved in planning of activities as 

well as in more process-oriented activities. A full-day programme during the last year of 

ECEC can ease the transition to primary school pedagogically, i.e. by allowing a more 

relaxed pace in ECEC and adequate time to prepare for the transition (Winters, Saylor 

and Phillips, 2003[96]). It is also assumed that full-day programmes are particularly 

beneficial for economically disadvantaged children, as has been observed, for example, in 

Ontario (Zvoch, 2009[97]). 

Moreover, countries adopt different policies in addressing educational inequalities. Some 

countries apply targeted measures, specifically seeking to enrol children from 

disadvantaged backgrounds; whereas others choose to expand universal provision for all 

children, or both. Consequently, selection effects in the usage of provisions exist, leading 

to differences in the composition of class- and playrooms, as well as potential differences 

in quality (Freitas, Shelton and Tudge, 2008[98]; Slot, Lerkkanen and Leseman, 2015[99]).  

Summary of findings 

On the topic of ECEC settings’ quality standards and governance, the majority of the 

evidence summarised demonstrated that smaller ratios and group sizes were associated 

with positive staff-child relationships across all types of centres (i.e. the evidence for 

family daycare settings is less clear than for centre-based). Despite the somewhat 

consistent links between ratios and group sizes and staff-child interactions, these 

structural indicators do not seem to be directly linked to child development and learning. 

The review of the literature indicated a mixed pattern of associations both across and 

within countries, and the meta-analysis conducted for this report demonstrated that there 

was no relationship between child-staff ratios and emerging academic skills, i.e. early 

literacy and early numeracy. 

Other mechanisms, such as funding of ECEC settings, the physical location of the centre 

and intensity of daily services, were based on fewer studies, and returned less consistent 

results. Public centres for children between 3 and 6 seemed to provide better staff-child 

interactions than private centres; however, associations varied across countries. 

Moreover, although not-for-profit centres for children under 3 scored higher on structural 

indicators, such as health, safety and furnishings, when compared to for-profit centres, 

these structural differences appeared to have no implications for staff-child interactions. 

The physical location of a preschool might also be related to process quality. 

The literature review indicated that higher process quality was observed in preschools 

located in schools than in preschools situated outside school grounds or in independently 

functioning centres. Although the evidence for this mechanism is consistent and from 
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multiple countries, the number of studies is limited. Moreover, the opposite pattern was 

also observed for centres for children under 3.  

The meta-analysis conducted for this report demonstrated that intensity of daily service is 

not consistently related to the quality of staff-child interactions. The association varied 

within and across countries, and depended on how the interactions between staff and 

children were observed and documented in the class- or playroom.  

In terms of group composition, children in class- or playrooms with a larger percentage of 

immigrant or bilingual children seemed to experience a lower quality of staff-child 

interactions, particularly for centres for children 3 to 5 years old, and family daycare 

settings. Classroom composition was shown to affect children’s development as well, 

i.e. children from disadvantaged backgrounds attending preschools, with a larger 

percentage of other children with similarly disadvantaged backgrounds, presented lower 

language and literacy skills.  

Finally, the literature shows little and inconsistent empirical evidence supporting the 

added value of licensing and regulations in determining the quality of staff-child 

interactions in family day care. The evidence available was also limited to the US. Other 

aspects of standards and governance seem to be under-researched for family daycare. 

This chapter provides an overview of the evidence linking structural mechanisms in 

standards and governance to staff-child interactions, as well as child development, 

learning and well-being. To build a solid knowledge base on this theme, it draws on a 

literature review and meta-analysis that update conceptual knowledge and the empirical 

evidence base for the strength of these associations, while keeping a cross-national focus. 

The chapter first summarises these two pieces of research, to discuss the importance of 

these mechanisms for process quality in ECEC. One mechanism is examined at a time, 

and integrates the evidence for centres for children aged 3 to 5, centres for children under 

the age of 3, and finally family daycare settings.  

What does research tell us about the importance of quality standards and 

governance for quality staff-child interactions in early childhood education and 

care?  

Smaller ratios and group sizes support positive staff-child relationships in 

centres for children of 3 to 6 in most studies 

The majority of studies generally indicated that in centres for children aged 3 to 5, 

smaller group sizes and child-staff ratios were related to better staff-child interactions. 

This was confirmed by the meta-analysis conducted for this report. However, some 

studies reported no relationship between these governance indicators and process quality, 

particularly for overall group size. Considerable variation in reported group sizes and 

child-staff ratios in the summarised studies may partially account for the variation in 

results (see Table 2.1).  
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Table 2.1. Diversity in child-staff ratios and group sizes in reported studies for centres for 

children aged 3 to 5.  

Country/Region Study Child-staff ratio Group size  
US Burchinal et al, 2002 53% compliance with 7:1 

for preschool 
  

China Hu et al (2016) 18   

US Mashburn et al, 2008, 
2009 

7 18 

US Philips et al., 2000 93% compliance with 10:1 
regulation in MA, 83% 
compliance with 10:1 
regulation in VI, 87% 
compliance with 15:1 
regulation in GA  

  

US Phillipsen et al, 1997 Per state (non-profit 
programs / for-profit): 

California: 7 / 9 

Colorado: 7 / 7 

Connecticut: 6 / 7 

North Carolina: 9 / 11 

Per state: (non-profit 
programs / for-profit): 

California: 15 / 16 

Colorado: 13 / 16 

Connecticut: 13 / 13 

North Carolina: 14 / 15 

US  Pianta et al., 2005 7   

Denmark Slot et al., 2017b 8 or less: 16% of children 

9-10: 37% of children 

11-12: 33% of children 

13-14: 8% of children 

15 or more: 6.5% of 
children 

  

Spain Sandstrom, 2012 20 25 
Europe and North 
America 

Vermeer et al., 2016 8.6  15  

Spain and Germany Cryer et al., 1999   24 (Spain) 20 (Germany) 
Germany Kuger et al (2016) 13   

Netherlands Vermeer et al (2010): 6   

Spain Vermeer et al (2010): 15   

US Dennis et al (2013) 7   

US Howes et al (2008) 9   

US Hatfield et al (2013) 7   

US Howes et al, (2008) 9 18 
US Blau, 1999   6 
US Burchinal et al, 2011 16   

US Coley et al., 2016 6   

US Bowne et al., 2017 9 17 

 Note: Averages of ratios and group sizes in each study were rounded up to the unit level. In (Philips et al., 

2000[100]) only the following cities participated in the study: Boston (Massachusetts, MA), Virginia and 

Atlanta (Georgia, GA). In (Phillipsen et al., 1997[101]) only specific cities or areas were part of the study the 

four states (California, Colorado, Connecticut, and North Carolina). (Vermeer et al., 2016[50]) was a meta-

analysis of 17 studies. (Bowne et al., 2017[102]) was a meta-analysis of 38 rigorous program evaluation 

studies. 
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In examining studies from individual countries, a smaller number of children per ECEC 

staff and a smaller number of children overall seem to be associated with more 

responsive, warm and positive staff-child relations in the United States (Burchinal et al., 

2002[103])., as well as higher overall process quality in the United States, China and 

Portugal (Burchinal et al., 2002[103]; Hu et al., 2016a[104]; Mashburn et al., 2008[44]; Philips 

et al., 2000[100]; Phillipsen et al., 1997[101]). Other studies have found no evidence of an 

association between child -staff ratio and process quality in countries such as Denmark, 

Spain and the US (Pianta et al., 2005[31]; Sandstrom, 2012[105]; Slot et al., 2017b[63]) or 

group size and process quality in Denmark (Sandstrom, 2012[105]). 

A previous meta-analysis of 17 studies from Europe and North America showed similar 

results, with a prevalence of a positive association between child-staff ratio and process 

quality generally indicating that fewer children per caregiver was associated with higher 

quality. However, there was no significant relation between group size and process 

quality (as measured with the Environment Rating Scale, or ERS (Vermeer et al., 

2016[50]). The same study also reported finding no significant differences in the mean 

group size and child-staff ratio across the group of countries. The mean group size across 

countries was around 15, with a range of 9.1 to 30.0, and the child-staff ratio was on 

average 8.60, with a range of 3.1 to 25.0. 

A cross-country comparison study also examined the same associations and revealed 

inconsistent patterns across countries, with positive relations of small group sizes and a 

favourable ratio to process quality in some countries, but not in others (Cryer et al., 

1999[106]) The findings revealed that a smaller child-to-teacher ratio was related to higher 

process quality in Germany and the US, but not in Portugal and Spain. In addition, a 

negative relation was found between group size and overall process quality for Spain, but, 

remarkably, a positive relation was found for Germany. Note that the average group size 

in Spain was much larger and showed stronger variation than in Germany (with a mean 

group size of 23.64 and a standard deviation of 6.38 and a mean of 20.42 and standard 

deviation of 5.48 respectively), which may explain these contradictory results. 

The meta-analysis conducted for this report demonstrated that the quality of staff-child 

interactions was significantly higher in groups with a lower number of children per ECEC 

staff (see Figure 2.2).  

This was true for studies looking at an overall interactions index between the ECEC staff 

and the group, as well as an aggregated score of staff-child interactions, including staff 

emotional, instructional and organisation interactions with the children (see Box 2.1). It is 

also important to note that in the meta-analysis conducted for this report, the studies 

summarised referred only to the interactions between the lead teacher and the children, 

and not between children and all adults in the play- or classroom. 
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Figure 2.2. Lower child-staff ratios are associated with positive staff-child interactions. 

 

Note: Effect sizes are depicted as either blue squares for individual studies or grey diamonds for combined 

results, each with black lines spanning the lower limit and the upper limit of the 95% confidence interval for 

each estimated effect. Individual studies, labelled here with the information for country of study, author, and 

the year of study publication, refer to original studies that provided effect size measures entering into each 

meta-analysis. These measures are then combined into a summary effect size, which is the average 

association between two variables. See Box 2.1 for more details on how to interpret the charts. 

Source: (von Suchodoletz et al., 2017[17]). 
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Box 2.1. Interpreting the meta-analysis charts 

The meta-analysis charts report associations in the form of standardised effect 

sizes. For the current analysis, effect size is defined as the degree and direction of 

association, or correlation, between two variables (e.g. between indicators of 

structural and process quality, and between indicators of structural/process quality 

and child development and learning).  

Effect sizes reported are standardised, such that a measure ranges between -1 to 1. 

An effect size measure closer to 0 means little association between the two 

variables represented in the chart, while an effect size closer to either -1 or 1 

(i.e. larger absolute value) would indicate stronger association between the 

variables. An effect size of negative value would mean that an increase in the 

measure of one variable is associated with a decrease in the measure of the other 

variable, while an effect size of positive value would mean that both variables 

increase or decrease in same direction.  

Depending on which statistical assumption underlies the process of averaging, a 

meta-analysis can produce either Combined Result (based on a “fixed-effect 

model”) or Strict Combined Result (based on a “random-effects model”). 

The main difference between the two in the present meta-analysis is that the 

former gives larger weighting to the individual studies based on larger sample 

size. 

Because of the diversity of measures used in research to assess process quality, 

meta-analysis results are examined in terms of three indicators:  

 Global score of staff-child interactions: an overall index of the interactions 

between the ECEC staff and the group, irrespective of the type or 

subdomains of interaction, used when the studies only reported one single 

score to describe the quality of interactions; 

 Combined score of staff-child interactions: an aggregate score of staff-

child interactions, including the staff’s positive emotional, instructional, 

and organisation interactions with children, generally based on a set of 

domain-specific scores reported in the studies. 

 Developmental and educational activities: an aggregate score of the 

exposure and/or quality of developmental and educational activities 

provided by staff. 

For child data, meta-analysis results are examined in terms of two indicators: 

 Emerging academic skills: An aggregate score of early numeracy and 

literacy skills.  

 Combined score of behavioural and social-emotional indicators: an 

aggregate score of social and behavioural skills, including behaviour 

regulation, executive function, behavioural problems, and social 

competence. 
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Child-staff ratios and group size do not appear to be consistently linked to child 

development and learning  

Despite the largely consistent links between ratios and group sizes and process quality, 

these structural indicators do not seem to be consistently linked to child development and 

learning. A review of the literature indicates a mixed pattern of associations both across 

and within countries.  

Based on a large-scale survey study conducted in the United States, Blau (1999[107]) found 

that smaller group size in preschool was related to better vocabulary skills for children 

across preschool and elementary school, and higher reading skills across elementary 

school from age 5 years onwards. The average group size was six and pertained to 

different centre-based and home-based care arrangements. Another US study only 

reported a significant negative association between group size and literacy skills for 

groups larger than 20 children, but no associations were found for language and cognitive 

skills (Mashburn et al., 2008[44]). Similar patterns were found in in Germany and other US 

studies, demonstrating that smaller group size in preschool was related to better literacy 

or vocabulary skills (Ebert et al., 2013[108]; Mashburn et al., 2008[44]).  

However, other US studies and a cross-national study have shown that either group size 

and/or child-staff ratio were not related to children’s language and literacy skills (Howes 

et al., 2008[34]; Mashburn et al., 2008[44]; Mashburn et al., 2009[109]; Montie, Xiang and 

Schweinhart, 2006[110]). The two US studies reported an average child-staff ratio ranging 

from 7 to 8, and an average group size of 18. The cross-national study reported an 

average group size of 20 children, and a range from 4 to 49 children. 

The meta-analysis conducted for this report indicated little to no relationship between 

child-staff ratios and emerging academic skills (i.e. early literacy and early numeracy; see 

Figure 2.3. However, since the findings are based on only two US studies, this association 

is yet to be confirmed by more research from different countries.  

Figure 2.3. No consistent evidence of association between child-staff ratios and emerging 

academic skills 

Findings based exclusively on studies from the United States 

 

Note: Effect sizes are depicted as either blue squares for individual studies or grey diamonds for combined 

results, each with black lines spanning the lower limit and the upper limit of the 95% confidence interval for 

each estimated effect. Individual studies, labelled here with the information for country of study, author, and 

the year of study publication, refer to original studies that provided effect size measures entering into each 

meta-analysis. These measures are then combined into a summary effect size, which is the average 

association between two variables. See Box 2.1 for more details on how to interpret the charts. 

Source: (von Suchodoletz et al., 2017[17]). 

The meta-analysis also demonstrated that these associations did not vary according to the 

geographical location of the studies included, defined as from the United States as 
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compared to studies from outside the United States (i.e. combined across all other 

countries).  

A recent meta-analysis looking at all US ECEC programme evaluation studies for centres 

for 3- to 6-year-olds, published between 1960 and 2007, presented a potential explanation 

for these mixed results; namely that rather than assuming a continuous increase or 

decrease of skills per additional child in the group or child-per-staff, the relations between 

group size and child -staff ratios with children’s cognitive development and achievement 

are nonlinear (Bowne et al., 2017[102]). In summary, ECEC structural conditions for 

maximum child development and learning improved as ratios and group sizes approached 

an optimum of 7.5 children to 1 adult and a maximum group size of 15 children, and then 

decreased. The results were less clear for children’s socio-emotional outcomes, due to the 

small sample size.  

A possible reason for these inconsistent findings could be that structural characteristics 

within governance are indirectly related to child development and learning, influencing 

child development through process quality. A large-scale US study (NICHD Early Child 

Care Research Network, 2002[62]) found evidence of these indirect paths, namely that 

child-staff ratios affected staff-child interactions, which in turn affected children’s 

cognitive development. These indirect effects were smaller than the direct effects of staff-

child interactions, particularly when compared with aspects of emotionally supportive 

staff-child interactions on child development, well-being and learning reported in the 

same study, which were larger. More evidence is necessary from cross-national studies to 

confirm these patterns. 

Smaller ratios and group sizes also matter for positive staff-child relationships 

for younger children in centres and family day care, but fewer studies have been 

conducted 

Concerning evidence related to centres for children under the age of 3, most studies 

showed that a smaller group size and fewer children per staff member were related to 

higher-quality staff-child interactions, although there were a few studies showing null 

associations.  

Smaller group size and child-staff ratios were related to better staff-child interactions in 

the Flemish Community in Belgium, the Netherlands, in Portugal and the US (Barros and 

Aguiar, 2010[111]; Barros et al., 2016[39]; Deynoot-Schaub and Riksen-Walraven, 2005[112]; 

Hulpia et al., 2016[73]; Jamison et al., 2014[65]; Thomason and La Paro, 2009[38]; Phillipsen 

et al., 1997[101]). This particularly concerned emotionally supportive interactions with 

children. 

However, two US studies and one Portuguese study found no associations between group 

size and child-staff ratios with observed classroom quality (Pessanha, Aguiar and Bairrão, 

2007[113]; Vogel et al., 2015a[66]; Vogel et al., 2015b[67]). Both US studies concerned 

settings that were part of the targeted Early Head Start programme, with an average group 

size of 6 children (well within the maximum group size of 8 children) and an average 

child-staff ratio of 2.7 (which was also within the state regulation of 4 children).  

One Dutch study found no associations between observed group size and staff-child 

interactions, whereas child-staff ratio was related to staff-child interactions (Slot et al., 

2017b[63]). A smaller ratio was associated with higher emotional support and support for 

children’s development and learning, with a slightly stronger effect for the latter (Slot 
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et al., 2017b[63]). In this study, the average group size was 10, ranging from 1 to 25, and 

the observed child-staff ratio was 5, ranging from 0 to 16. 

Another Dutch study reported effects of both group size and child-staff ratio in staff-child 

interactions. In an experimental study in the Netherlands, two structured play situations 

were observed in which the number of children was manipulated (de Schipper, Riksen-

Walraven and Geurts, 2006[114]). The quality of interactions was higher in the play 

situation with three children compared to the one with five children. Moreover, the effect 

of smaller ratios was stronger for younger children. In this study, children’s age showed 

large variation and ranged from 10 months up to almost 4 years of age. 

Together, the findings seem to more strongly support a smaller child-staff ratio, rather 

than just a smaller group size. However, it is important to note that the partially 

inconsistent findings of these two studies may be a function of different group sizes and 

ratios (see Table 2.2), but also methodology (i.e. the difference between an observational 

and experimental study).  

Table 2.2. Diversity in child-staff ratios and group sizes in reported studies for centres for 

children aged 0 to 2.  

  Study Children-to-staff ratio Group size  

Portugal Barros and Aguiar, 2010 7 13 

Portugal Barros et al., 2016 3 5 

Netherlands Deynoot-Schaub and 
Riksen-Walraven, 2005 

4 9 

Flemish Community in 
Belgium 

Hulpia et al., 2016 Infants: 2-13 

Toddlers: 1-14 

Infants: 2-20  
Toddlers: 1-23 

US Jamison et al., 2014 2.5 6 

US Thomason and La Paro, 
2009 

83% met recommendation 6:1 
for toddler child care 

90% met recommendation 12 
for toddler child care 

US Phillipsen et al, 1997 Per state (non-profit programs 
/ for-profit): 

California: 4 / 3 

Colorado: 4 / 4 

Connecticut: 3 / 3 

North Carolina: 5 / 6 

  

Per state (non-profit programs 
/ for-profit): 

California: m / 9 

Colorado: 6 / 7 

Connecticut: 8 / 10 

North Carolina: 7 / 9 

Portugal Pessanha, Aguiar and 
Bairrão, 2007 

7 16 

US Vogel et al. 2015a, 2015b 3 6 

Netherlands Slot et al., 2017b 5 10 

Netherlands de Schipper, Riksen-
Walraven and Geurts, 
2006 

3 and 5 3 and 5 

Basque region in Spain 
and the Netherlands 

Vermeer et al., 2010 Basque region: 15 

Netherlands: 6 

Basque region: 15  

Netherlands: 12 

US NICHD Early Child Care 
Research Network, 2000 

15 Months: 3  

24 Months: 3 

36 Months: 5  

15 Months: 4  

24 Months: 5 

36 Months: 7  

Note: Averages of ratios and group sizes in each study were rounded up to the unit level. In (Phillipsen et al., 

1997[101]) only specific cities or areas were part of the study the four states (California, Colorado, 

Connecticut, and North Carolina). In (de Schipper, Riksen-Walraven and Geurts, 2006[114]), authors 

manipulated child-staff ratios and group sizes experimentally.  
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A comparison between the Basque region in Spain and the Netherlands showed that 

group size was negatively related to staff-child interactions in the Basque region, but 

unrelated to interactions in the Netherlands (Vermeer et al., 2010[115]). The average group 

size in the Basque region was significantly higher, with 15 compared to 12 in 

the Netherlands, with comparatively larger child-staff ratios (15 and 6 respectively for the 

Basque region and the Netherlands), which could explain these differences.  

The research examining the relations of child-staff ratio with staff-child interactions in 

family daycare settings is mixed and only pertains to one to three studies. A possible 

explanation could be that considering the overall small group size in family daycare, 

other mechanisms are more salient in providing high-quality care. However, it is 

important to note that there is considerable variation across studies and countries (see 

Table 2.3). A cross-national comparison of the family daycare settings (Boogaard, Bollen 

and Dikkers, 2014[78]). demonstrated considerable variation in regulated group sizes in 

family daycare settings across the Flemish Community of Belgium (up to 8 children), 

the United Kingdom and the Netherlands (6), Denmark, Germany and Switzerland (5), 

and France (2 to 4 children). Studies from the United States reported an average group 

size of 6 children (Burchinal, Howes and Kontos, 2002[76]). 

Table 2.3. Diversity in child-staff ratios and group sizes in reported studies for family 

daycare settings. 

Country  Study 
Child-staff 

ratio 
Group size  

US Colwell et al., 2013 For 2-year-
olds: 3 

For 4-year-
olds: 6 

For 2-year-olds: 4 

For 4-year-olds: 15 

US Burchinal, Howes and 
Kontos, 2002 

- 6 

Flemish Comm. 
(Belgium) 

Hulpia et al., 2016 5 5 

Note: Averages of ratios and group sizes in each study were rounded up to the unit level. 

One study in the United States showed that group size for family daycare for children 

aged 2 and 4 was negatively related to staff-child interactions, with weak associations 

(Colwell et al., 2013[116]), but no relations were found for child-staff ratio. Also, another 

US study for family daycare for children aged 2 to 5 revealed no relations of child-staff 

ratio with process quality, concerning both overall environmental process quality and 

sensitive caregiving (Burchinal, Howes and Kontos, 2002[76]). 

A study from the Flemish Community in Belgium also found negative relations between 

group size and the overall environmental quality of the provision with small-to-medium 

sized associations (Hulpia et al., 2016[73]). This study reported no associations between 

group size and the quality of interactions for infants and toddlers based on staff-child 

interactions (as measured by the CLASS), but there were positive relations between child- 

staff ratio and quality of interactions for toddlers (Hulpia et al., 2016[73]). The average 

group size in home-based care was 5, ranging from 1 to 10, while the statutory maximum 

group size is 8 (i.e. only two groups had 10 children; (Daems et al., 2016[117]). The mean 

child-staff ratio was 5, ranging from 1 to 10 children. 
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The quality of the relationships in centres seems to differ across private and 

public providers, in tandem with other structural characteristics 

The literature review demonstrated that public centres for children between 3 and 6 seem 

to provide higher process quality (as measured with the ECERS) than private settings, in 

countries such as China, Portugal, and the US (Coley et al., 2016[77]; Hu et al., 2016a[104]; 

Slot, Lerkkanen and Leseman, 2015[99]). However, in Spain, no significant differences 

were found between public or private preschools (Sandstrom, 2012[105]). 

In US centres for children under the age of 3, non-profit provision scored higher on a 

number of quality features, including health, safety and furnishings and aspects related to 

provisions for staff, when compared to for-profit centres (King et al., 2016[74]) However, 

in comparison to what was found for centres for children 3 to 6 years old, these structural 

differences had no implication for staff-child interactions in the United States or Portugal 

centres for under 3s (Barros and Aguiar, 2010[111]; King et al., 2016[74]).  

A possible reason for these inconsistent findings could be the interrelatedness of these 

structural features with other features, such as staff education or monitoring provisions. 

For instance, in the United States, staff working in the public sector were on average 

more highly educated (Coley et al., 2016[77]; Fuligni et al., 2009[79]) and were also subject 

to less monitoring (Fuligni et al., 2009[79]) than staff in private settings. In China, staff in 

public settings tended to be more highly educated and earned higher salaries (Hu et al., 

2016a[104]).
1
 In Portugal, quality was higher in classrooms with higher, unfavourable 

child-staff ratios, and lower with more favourable ratios, but only in the public sector 

(Slot, Lerkkanen and Leseman, 2015[99]). For the private sector, no differences in process 

staff-child interactions were found related to the ratio. This seems to point to a 

compensating factor of working in the public sector. A possible explanation suggested by 

the authors was that the attractive working conditions in the public sector attracted more 

motivated staff.  

The physical location of centres may influence staff practices 

The physical location of a preschool might be related to better staff-child interactions. 

The literature review indicated that higher-quality staff-child interactions were observed 

in preschools located in schools than in preschools situated outside the school grounds or 

in independently functioning centres. Although the evidence for this mechanism is 

consistent and from multiple countries, the number of studies is limited. 

This pattern was observed in the United States and Finland in centres for children 3 to 6, 

where higher-quality staff-child interactions were found for preschools located in schools 

(Pianta et al., 2005[31]; Slot, Lerkkanen and Leseman, 2015[99]). Staff working in 

classrooms situated within elementary schools are likely to be more exposed to the 

curriculum, methods and culture of elementary school, through contact and perhaps 

collaboration with elementary school staff. This might result in care and education 

practices with a stronger educational orientation, i.e. practices that more strongly 

resemble those of elementary schools, than independently operated ECEC centres. For 

example, research has shown that ECEC classrooms located in schools provide less free 

play and more whole group instruction (Pianta et al., 2005[31]) Staff working in ECEC 

centres that are part of a school may differ on other aspects as well. For instance, 

(Clifford et al., 2005[118]) showed that staff working in classrooms located in schools had 

higher education levels and were paid more compared to staff working in independently 

run centres. 
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Higher-quality staff-child interactions were also observed in centres located in urban 

settings (as opposed to rural settings) for children 3 to 6, but the pattern was the opposite 

for centres offering services for children under 3. For example, in Portugal, staff working 

in non-urban centres showed more positive and sensitive interactions with children than 

staff working in urban centres (Barros et al., 2016[39]). The authors hypothesised that staff 

working in rural or suburban areas might have higher life satisfaction and lower levels of 

stress, which might have resulted in better staff-child interactions. However, there is some 

evidence suggesting a lower quality of ECEC for children 3 to 6 in rural areas in China 

and the US (Hu et al., 2016a[104]; Maher, Frestedt and Grace, 2008[119]). 

It is unclear whether the intensity of daily service matters for staff-child 

interactions  

The meta-analysis conducted for this report demonstrated that the quality of staff-child 

interactions was inconsistently related to the intensity of daily service, and the association 

between whether the centre provided full-time or part-time service and staff-child 

interactions varied depending on how the interactions between staff and children were 

observed and documented. When a global score of staff-child interactions was used, full-

day programmes were associated with lower average quality scores, when compared with 

half-day programmes. In contrast, when an aggregated score of staff emotional, 

instructional, and organisation interactions was used, full-day programmes were 

associated with higher-quality staff-child interactions than half-day programmes. 

This inconsistency is reflected in Figure 2.4. Further to the inconsistency of the patterns, 

studies from the same country included in this meta-analysis reflected opposite 

associations for two countries (Australia and the United States, see Figure 2.4). 

With regard to centres for children under the age of 3, evidence from the Netherlands 

based on observations in 276 classrooms in 2011 indicated that there appeared to be no 

differences in the emotional support provided by staff between full-time daycare centres 

and half-time preschool provisions, but half-time preschools scored higher in supporting 

children’s development and learning (Slot et al., 2017b[63]; 2017c[72]). These differences 

may be based on other existing regulations. For example, in the Netherlands, preschools 

are part of a targeted educational policy to combat early disparities in disadvantaged 

children, and therefore may be more likely to adopt a stronger educational orientation 

than day care centres. Moreover, full-day daycare settings offer services to children from 

birth in mixed age groups of infants and toddlers, whereas preschools enrol 2- and 3-year-

old children in more homogeneous groups.  
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Figure 2.4. Mixed associations between intensity of daily service and staff-child interactions. 

 

Note: Effect sizes are depicted as either blue squares for individual studies or grey diamonds for combined 

results, each with black lines spanning the lower limit and the upper limit of the 95% confidence interval for 

each estimated effect. Individual studies, labelled here with the information for country of study, author, and 

the year of study publication, refer to original studies that provided effect size measures entering into each 

meta-analysis. These measures are then combined into a summary effect size, which is the average 

association between two variables. See Box 2.1 for more details on how to interpret the charts. 

Source: (von Suchodoletz et al., 2017[17]). 

Children in class- or playrooms with a larger percentage of immigrant or 

bilingual children experience lower quality 

Providing ECEC to children from disadvantaged backgrounds to allow them to catch up 

has been a key motivation for ECEC investments. And the quality of services is crucial 

for ensuring that ECEC benefits those who need it most. However, research finds lower 

quality staff-child interactions in groups with a larger percentage of immigrant or 

bilingual children in the ECEC group in centres for children 3 to 6. In Danish (Slot et al., 

2017b[63]), German (Kuger et al., 2015[120]; Leu and Schelle, 2009[27]; Lehrl, Kuger and 

Anders, 2014[121]; Slot, Lerkkanen and Leseman, 2015[99]), and US classrooms 

(LoCassale-Crouch et al., 2007[122]; Tonyan and Howes, 2003[123]) staff-child interactions 

were of poorer quality in classrooms with higher proportions of ethnic minority or 

multilingual children. Only one study from the US showed that instructional process 

quality was not related to the number of children with limited English proficiency (Justice 

et al., 2008[124]). 
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The evidence from research examining class- or playgroup composition in centres for 

children under the age of 3 is more mixed. Emotional and educational support was lower 

in class- or playrooms in the Flemish Community of Belgium where a higher percentage 

of children spoke another home language (Hulpia et al., 2016[73]). This association was 

found for toddler care centres, but not services for infants. However, in Dutch centres, 

higher educational support was observed in class or playrooms with a higher share of 

non-Dutch speaking children (Slot et al., 2017a[36]). This positive effect is likely to be a 

function of the targeted policy in place (Slot et al., 2017a[36]). In line with this targeted 

policy, disadvantaged children, including children speaking another home language, are 

more often enrolled in preschools, rather than day care settings, and provided with greater 

support for learning (Slot et al., 2015[40]). 

In the family day care literature, lower environmental quality (in terms of the basic 

furnishings and equipment) and lower caregiver abilities to adapt objects, play and 

learning activities according to children’s interests and needs was found in playgroups 

with more home language diversity (Hulpia et al., 2016[73]). 

Moreover, a number of studies have examined how the mean age in the classroom is 

related to staff-child interactions, and found mixed results (Early et al., 2010[125]; Lehrl, 

Kuger and Anders, 2014[121]; Leseman et al., 2017[126]; Wishard et al., 2003[127]). Mocan et 

al. (1995[128]) found no relations between mean age in the classroom and staff-child 

interactions, but a recent study by Kuger et al. (2015[120]) showed that staff-child 

interactions were better in classrooms with, on average, older children. 

Children in class- or playrooms with a larger percentage of immigrant or 

bilingual children tend to demonstrate lower on development and learning skills 

Classroom composition has also been shown to affect children’s development. 

For instance, a German study demonstrated that preschoolers’ vocabulary skills were 

lower and showed less growth over time in classrooms with a larger share of immigrant 

children, when compared to classrooms with a smaller percentage (Ebert et al., 2013[108]). 

Likewise, other studies from the Netherlands and the US have shown that children from 

disadvantaged backgrounds attending preschools with a larger percentage of other 

children with similarly disadvantaged backgrounds made less progress in their language 

skills (Schechter and Bye, 2007[129]) or literacy development (de Haan et al., 2013[130]) 

than their counterparts in more socio-economically mixed preschool classrooms.  

Classroom composition may be indirectly related to child development and learning, 

influencing child development through staff-child interactions. A large-scale Danish 

study involving over 3 000 preschool children and 400 staff showed that process quality, 

specifically emotional support and classroom organisation, mediated the relationship 

between the proportion of non-Danish children in the classroom and children’s language 

and pre-literacy skills (Slot et al., 2017b[63]). 

There is some evidence suggesting linkages between licensing and quality 

interactions in family daycare settings 

Issues of governance and standards in family daycare settings focus on regulations and 

licensing. Countries often establish minimum requirements for licensing as incentives for 

providers to invest in quality improvements, and signal to parents differences in quality 

within the system of provision. There is some empirical evidence from the US supporting 
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the added value of licensing and regulations to quality staff-child interactions in family 

daycare.  

In the United States, higher quality has been observed in licensed providers in terms of 

overall process quality (Burchinal, Howes and Kontos, 2002[76]; Raikes et al., 2013[131]), 

and sensitive interactions in particular (Burchinal, Howes and Kontos, 2002[76]). Also, 

Doherty et al. (2006[132]) showed that the staff’s intention to meet the standards was one 

of the strongest predictors of higher observed quality of staff-child interactions, and the 

number of years as an unregulated home-care provider was negatively related to staff-

child interactions.  

In the Flemish Community in Belgium all home-care providers are licensed and some are 

also affiliated with a professional organisation that mediates between the parents and the 

home-care provider, handles administration and financial issues and provides support for 

ongoing professional development. Recent findings revealed no significant differences in 

process quality between affiliated and non-affiliated home-care providers (Vandenbroeck 

et al., 2018[29]). There might be two possible explanations for the lack of differences. One 

possibility is that the actual support home-based care providers receive is limited to 

financial and administrative support. At the same time the government has recently 

invested in providing pedagogical support to home-care providers that are not affiliated 

with an organisation. Altogether, the differences between both types of providers appear 

to be minimal regarding process quality.  
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Note

 

1; Note that the Chinese study only revealed a significant difference between public and private 

settings when accounting for centre characteristics (e.g. physical location of the centre, 

government funding, staff salary and child tuition). After accounting for staff characteristics, such 

as pre-service qualifications, work experience and classroom features, including group size and 

child-staff ratio, the type of setting no longer predicted differences in quality (Hu et al., 2016a[104]). 
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