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Urie Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological Systems Theory of child development, depicted in Figure 1,
emphasizes the way environment shapes a child’s development. Occupying the center of his model are
“microsystems.” These are the various settings in which a child directly participates, such as the family,
the neighborhood, and the child care center. The young child’s experiences and relationships in the
other microsystems influence the child care center’s ability to achieve positive outcomes.
For example, a child exposed to books and encouraged to speak at home will have a larger vocabulary
and stronger pre‐reading skills. These advantages will also contribute to the quality of his or her learning
experiences in preschool. The home and community environments can also enhances a child’s health
and well‐being or expose a child to threats to his or her healthy development through abuse or neglect
(National Scientific Council on the Developing Child [NSCDC], 2009).
Microsystems can also interact with each other without the child being present, thereby indirectly
affecting the child. Bronfenbrenner dubbed this the “mesosystem.” Parent‐teacher interactions, for
example, do not directly involve the child. Nonetheless, the dynamics of these interactions influence the
behaviors and relationship each has with the child.
The exosystem is the next higher stratum in
Bronfenbrenner’s model. Compared to the
mesosystem, the exosystem is more
impersonal and external. As one moves out
from the center of this model an individual’s
impact on the next higher system diminishes.
Thus the exosystem serves as a vehicle
through which societal expectations shape
the meso‐ and microsystems and ultimately
influence a child’s development. For the child
care center microsystem, public policies and
regulations governing ECE are the
exosystem’s most relevant elements because
they dictate staffing patterns; influence
supply, demand, and pricing in the child care
market; set health and safety standards;
mold the center’s cost structure; and much
more.
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The macrosystem lies at the farthest reaches of Bronfenbrenner’s model, depicted as the outermost ring
in the diagram. This layer houses the most broadly accepted sets of social, economic, religious, political,
and cultural beliefs and norms, such as capitalism and democracy. In circular fashion, these prevailing
and socially constructed imperatives filter back down through the layers of Bronfenbrenner’s model,
exerting their influence over everything that shapes a child’s development.
Thus the exosystem, which occupies the concentric circle between the macro‐ and mesosystems, houses
the vehicles that give institutional expression to the macrosystem’s global doctrines. Courts, economic
markets, political parties, and religious institutions are among the exosystem’s institutional
manifestations of macrosystem creeds.
The macrosystem affects a child’s development and the ability of early care and education programs to
achieve positive child outcomes. For example, in the United States, centers serving non‐white, non‐
Christian, immigrant, and poor children – those outside the economic mainstream and the prevailing
culture – face special challenges. In supporting healthy development, centers serving these children
need to compensate for the insidious effects of poverty, racism, and cultural stereotypes on a child’s
self‐image. On the other hand, programs like Head Start are exosystem level interventions designed to
mitigate the developmental risks extremely poor children face as a result of the inequality caused by
larger macrosystem structures.
These meso‐, exo‐ and macrosystems determine whether a preschool has the wind at its back or in its
face as it pursues the positive outcomes that children take with them to primary school. How a center
performs, the tasks it undertakes, and the means it employs depend on the dynamic interactions of the
child care center microsystem with these external forces.
The significance of Bronfenbrenner’s theory is this: a child’s development reflects the influence of, and
the interactions between, many environmental systems, including some that may seem quite remote.
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