Daycare and Quality Childcare are the same thing…right???
Many people think the terms "daycare," "quality childcare," or "early learning" all have the same meaning. In fact, when it comes to caring for young children, these terms are often used interchangeably. However, these concepts have distinct purposes, and those respective focuses can significantly impact a child’s development.
Why Definitions Matter
Early Learning Indiana, the state’s premiere expert on quality childcare, states “a child’s experiences from birth to age 5 have a profound effect on their success later in life,” and their organization shares that “85% of a child’s capacity to learn is developed by the age of 5” which is a critical time for shaping a child’s future cognitive, social, and emotional abilities. Quality childcare recognizes this crucial period and strives to provide an environment where children can thrive and develop foundational skills that will support their future education and success in life.
Daycare: A Place of Supervision and Care
Daycare refers to a service where children are cared for while their parents or guardians are at work. The primary focus of daycare is to provide a safe and supervised environment for children. Basic needs such as feeding, napping, and playing are met, and the care is generally centered around ensuring the child's well-being during the day.
Daycare centers vary widely in quality. By “quality,” we mean the variety of offerings in a structured learning environment that focus on developmental skills. Some daycares may offer enriching activities while others might focus primarily on ensuring children are kept safe and entertained. The staff-to-child ratio in daycare homes and centers can also vary, which affects the level of attention each child receives. While many daycare homes and centers do their best to incorporate educational activities, the emphasis is on care rather than structured learning.
Quality Childcare or Early Learning: A Focus on Development
Quality childcare, often referred to as “early learning,” goes beyond basic supervision to focus on the holistic development of a child. This approach integrates care with age-appropriate structured learning activities designed to promote cognitive, social, emotional, and physical development. Indiana uses Paths to QUALITY (PTQ) as its childcare quality rating and improvement system. The Indiana Family and Social Services Administration states that PTQ can “assess the quality of care within a program, work to improve that quality level, and give families an easy-to-recognize symbol that makes the difficult decision of choosing childcare easier.” PTQ ranges from 1 to 4, with 4 being the highest attainable level of quality. For more information on PTQ, please visit brighterfuturesindiana.org. 
Early learning experiences quite literally build the architecture of children’s brains! In quality childcare settings, the environment is carefully curated to stimulate age-appropriate learning and growth, which prepares children for educational success and long-term mental and physical health. Additionally, quality childcare settings have trained educational professionals who understand child development and are skilled in creating a curriculum that meets the individual needs of each child. Quality childcare activities are intentional and purposeful, and designed to nurture a child’s natural curiosity and provide opportunities for exploration and discovery. 
Making the Right Choice for Your Family
Choosing between daycare and quality childcare depends on a family's needs and goals for their child's development. For parents who need a safe and reliable place for their child while they work, daycare may suffice. However, for those looking to give their child a strong foundation for future learning, quality childcare homes and early learning centers offer an environment specifically designed to support and nurture a child's developmental growth.
Understanding the differences between these options empowers parents to make informed decisions that align with their values and expectations for their child's early years. Whether opting for daycare or quality childcare, the choice should be made with the child's best interests in mind, considering both their immediate needs and long-term development.

About Family and Social Services Administration – Office of Early Childhood and Out-of-School Learning (OECOSL) OECOSL oversees early childcare, education and out-of-school-time programs in the state of Indiana. Its vision is that every Indiana community will have a strong network of quality childcare that supports the child, the family, and local schools. For more about OECOSL, visit in.gov/fssa/carefinder/
About Early Learning Indiana (ELI) ELI is Indiana’s expert and trusted voice on early childhood education. ELI provides leadership, advocacy, and early childhood education services to continually improve the early learning landscape in Indiana. For more information, visit earlylearningin.org 
The Pulaski County Early Learning Network (PCELN) unites the voices of those with a stake in the future of our children, our workforce, and our community to craft an ongoing strategy to sustain a network of high-quality childcare in Pulaski County. Members are from a wide range of Pulaski County businesses, families, childcare providers, and local organizations. PCELN is currently housed at the Community Foundation of Pulaski County. For more information about the PCELN, please contact earlylearning@cfopc.org, visit pceln.org, or call the Community Foundation at 574-946-0906.
