
Scientific evidence supports key principles of early
learning environments
Evidence Brief: Ideal Learning Environments for Young Children

Many studies have demonstrated that early childhood is a critical time for investment in young
children and suggest that the return on this investment will be profound. Individual children’s entire
lives will be shaped by high-quality early experiences, and investments in high-quality learning
environments can drive community outcomes and close opportunity gaps. Future generations will
benefit from a stronger economy and more talented workforce. Advocates and researchers agree that
quality is essential to these outcomes, yet definitions of quality vary by state and funding source in
U.S. early childhood systems. For example, Head Start programs recognize bilingualism and biliteracy
as strengths and support dual language development, whereas many state-funded preschool
programs do not. As of 2022, Maryland and Maine pre-K teachers are required to have specialized
training in early childhood education and/or child development, whereas Virginia and Vermont
teachers are not.

What really matters? What are the key components of ideal learning environments for young children
whether they are at home, child care, or school? While educator-student ratios, credentials,
compensation and class size are important considerations that can support quality, these indicators
cannot directly shape child development. Children develop in the context of millions of interactions
with their environments, caregivers, and communities. When we focus on what ideal learning
environments look like in practice, we find key principles that can come to life in any setting, from
home to family- and center-based childcare to school. These principles are closely aligned with
developmental neuroscience research as well as studies of practice and program implementation.

Trust for Learning’s 2022 evidence brief — Ideal Learning Environments for Young Children —
highlights recent developmental, neuroscience and implementation research aligned with nine key
principles of ideal learning environments:

Principle 1: Decision-making reflects a commitment to equity

Principle 2: Children construct knowledge from diverse experiences to make meaning of the world

Principle 3: Play is an essential element of young children’s learning

Principle 4: Instruction is personalized to acknowledge each child’s development and abilities

Principle 5: The teacher is a guide, nurturing presence, and co-constructor of knowledge

Principle 6: Young children and adults learn through relationships
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Principle 7: The learning environment intentionally facilitates exploration, independence, and
interaction

Principle 8: The time of childhood is valued

Principle 9: Continuous learning environments support adult development

How can we create ideal learning environments for every child?
Early childhood policies should actively support parents, caregivers and formal educators to create
ideal learning environments everywhere children are learning and growing. However, gaps in access to
ideal learning environments are closely related to larger socioeconomic and racial inequities.

Trust for Learning is a partnership of philanthropic funders who believe that every child has unique
and unlimited potential. We invest in the expansion of ideal learning environments in publicly-funded
systems supporting children and families from birth to age eight, and, we advocate with our partners
for policy solutions rooted in equity and grounded in the science of child development:

● Ensuring every child has access to ideal learning experiences regardless of race, gender,
ethnicity, language, disability, sexual orientation, and/or family socioeconomic status.

● Expanding high-quality programs that aligned with the principles of ideal learning in all
publicly-funded settings serving children and families from birth - age eight.

● Supporting high quality educator pathways for well-compensated, diverse educators,
particularly in under-resourced communities.
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