
PROMOTING CONTINUITY OF CARE IN INFANT/TODDLER SETTINGS: 
Recommendations for Arizona 

A position statement of the Arizona Head Start Association to build an effective, responsible, 

and appropriate approach to serving very young children in group care. 

 

Introduction 

Very young children develop in the context of their relationships with adults, including their 

infant/toddler care providers. Neuroscientists have documented the influence of early 

experiences on development well into childhood and beyond. In fact, these experiences help 

determine the architecture of the brain, the ability to regulate one’s emotions, and how a 

child’s genetic makeup is expressed. 1  Babies form stronger and more secure attachments to 

adult caregivers who are consistently available to them and are able to read their preverbal 

cues and respond sensitively to their needs. 2 Research has shown that babies who experience 

multiple disruptions in their early care are more likely to show aggression and be less outgoing 

in the preschool years. 3  Access to sensitive, responsive caregiving may be particularly 

protective for infants and toddlers growing up in families struggling with poverty and life stress; 

one in five children under age 3 who live in extreme poverty are estimated to face three or 

more risks to their development. 4  Children’s relationships with adult caregivers are vital for 

shaping the brain, early childhood development, and the foundations of school readiness;5 this 

is the scientific basis for promoting continuity of care in infant and toddler settings. 
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POSITION STATEMENT 



The Position 

The Arizona Head Start Association takes the position that policy maker and other stakeholders 

in young children’ lives have a shared responsibility to ensure that young children keep the 

same caregiver for the first three years of age by: 

1. Maintain a mixed age group with the same teacher(s).  When children are in safe, 

nurturing, and high-quality settings, maintaining the primary caregiving relationship 

until the child is at least 3 years old is an important effort to support continuity for the 

child and family.6   The longer a young child spends in the care of the same sensitive and 

skilled caregiver, the more likely he or she is to form a secure attachment to that 

person. 7  This continuity is also important for the caregiver. The extended time may 

help the caregiver better understand the needs of the growing child and form trusting 

relationships with his/her family that also add continuity in caregiving practices across 

the program setting and home environments.  

2. Reduce turnover of caregivers of very young children.  Among the research examining 

the quality of early childhood programs, rate of job turnover for child care staff seems 

to be a strong indicator of program quality. 8 Frequent turnover among early childhood 

teachers prevented children from developing a secure attachment with teachers. In 

addition, teachers' high turnover negatively affected children's social, emotional, and 

language development. Not only the relationship between teachers and children, but 

the relationship between teachers and parents also suffered from high turnover. Studies 

seem to agree that insufficient compensation was the most common reason for high 

turnover. 

3. Simplify DES Child Care Subsidies enrollment. Babies and toddlers benefit from stable 

care, which is difficult for low-income parents to obtain when they rely on subsidies. 

Low-income parents may have low literacy levels in English and frequent changes in 

their work status that make it hard to navigate subsidy rules and maintain eligibility. 

Recommendations 

1. Develop and Implement Child Care regulations that allows for mixed age groups of 

infants and toddlers.  Different structures for continuity of care include mixed age 

groups of infants and toddlers together, nurtured by primary caregivers throughout 

their first three years, similar to the design of family child care.  When children are 
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grouped in mixed age levels, the age of the youngest child in the group determines the 

staff to child ratio and maximum group size. Infants and toddlers may be included in 

mixed age groups only when 8 or fewer children are present in the group. Children who 

leave may be replaced by a child of any age, as long as the staff-to-child ratio and group 

size are determined by the youngest child in care.  

2.  Offer Contracts directly to Child Care providers to offer high-quality child care subsidy 

slots/enrollment opportunities. How subsidy payments are made has an impact on the 

ability of child care providers to plan and keep to their budgets and commitments to 

caregiver salaries, and subsequently whether providers are willing to take subsidies for 

low-income babies and toddlers and able to remain a stable resource in low-income 

communities 

3. Link enrollment processes of other public low-income programs with eligibility for 

Child Care Subsidies.  Matching eligibility periods to those of the federal Early Head 

Start program, especially when providers are layering child care subsidy dollars and 

Early Head Start.  Disruptions in subsidy receipt can lead to changes in caregivers and 

unstable care arrangements. 

Conclusion 

Continuity of care is critical to enhancing relationships in infant and toddler settings. Caregivers 

have more time to build relationships with children and their families, resulting in enhanced 

early care experiences and better supports for the bond between parents and children. These 

early connections fuel important neurological processes that help infants and toddlers explore 

and learn to regulate their emotions, forming the roots of school readiness. 

A system of continuity of care helps to nurture the important relationships between 

primary caregiver and the child.  

 It is within the context of these relationships that children grow and deve lop. 


