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(Fabes et al., 2006). Socioemotional skills also correlate with overall well-being and school success during middle

childhood (McCormick et al., 2013; Taylor et al., 2015) and educational attainment, employment success, avoidance of

criminal activity and substance use, and positive mental health during adulthood (Jones et al., 2015). Parents and other

caregivers foster socioemotional skills by being affectionate and nurturing but also through engaging in learning activ-

ities such as reading, storytelling, and playing with toys that provide joy and teach children to take turns, pay attention,

listen, and resolve conflict (Belsky, 1990). Any disruption to the quality of parenting is concerning because it has the

likelihood of interfering with this process, with potentially long-term negative consequences for children (Fabes et al.,

2006). The importance of supportive and nurturing parenting has prompted researchers to examine early childhood

parenting predictors of socioemotional skills during middle childhood because early intervention can change a child’s



FAGAN AND CABRERA



4 FAGAN AND CABRERA



FAGAN AND CABRERA 5

F I G U R E 1 Latent growth curve model with child socioemotional skills at Y9 (latent variable) as the outcome.
M, mother; F, father; LA, learning activities; ICEPT, intercept; SS, social skills; INT, internalizing (reversed);
EXT, externalizing (reversed); Child sex at birth is controlled. Reference group for Latinx is Black. Covariances
between intercept and slope errors are included but not shown.

study conceptualizes socioemotional skills as a combination of these skills (cooperation, assertiveness, self-control)

and low levels of emotional and behavioral problems (see Elliott et al., 1988; Madigan et al., 2018). We modeled latent

trajectories of Black and Latinx mothers’ and fathers’ engagement in learning activities at three timepoints (infancy,

toddlerhood, and preschool-age) to determine whether and how these constructs change over time and how they are

associated with children’s socioemotional skills at age 9 (see Figure 1). Latent growth curve models estimate an inter-

cept (starting point) and trajectory (the rate of change over time). Based on correlational research showing Latinx

parents are less engaged in learning activities than Black parents (Padilla et al., 2017), we hypothesized that moth-

ers’ and fathers’ intercept (infancy) would be significantly lower among Latinx parents than Black parents, and we

expected that parents’ intercepts would be negatively related to poverty, nonresidence, and difficult temperament

(Hypothesis 1). We hypothesized that family poverty (Tang & Sinanan, 2015), mother-father nonresidence (Cabrera

et al., 2012), and difficult temperament (Lengua, 2006) would be associated significantly with declines in mothers’ and

fathers’ engagement in learning activities over the cours4.4(l)-0(38urer)19
004 Tbrera
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dynamics among Latinx and Black parents (Kuhns et al., 2018; Potter & Morris, 2017), multigroup models were used

to explore whether the associations between race/ethnicity and initial level of engagement with children (intercept)

and change in parent engagement (slope) varied by poverty and coresidential status (Exploratory analysis 4). Child sex

at birth was controlled in our models.

2 METHOD

This study used the FFCW dataset which followed a cohort of nearly 5000 children born in the United States between

1998 and 2000. When weighted, the data are representative of nonmarital births in large U.S. cities at the turn of the

century (About the Fragile Families & Child Wellbeing Study, n.d.). The sampling approach resulted in a large number

of Black, Hispanic, and low-income families and oversampled births to unmarried couples (McLanahan & Garfinkel,

2000). Spanish speaking parents were not included in the study. Fathers and mothers were interviewed shortly after

the birth of their focal child (baseline) and again when children were ages 1 (Y1), 3 (Y3), 5 (Y5), 9 (Y9), and 15 (Y15).

Children were interviewed at Y9 and Y15. The FFCW study included 3712 unwed couples and 1186 married couples

at baseline. The analytic sample in the present study was limited to cases in which both mothers and fathers were non-

Hispanic Black or both fathers and mothers were Latinx, and children resided all or most of the time with the biological

mother. In addition 200 cases were omitted because all data on father and mother engagement in learning activities

were missing in all waves. The final analytic sample was 3259 parents and children.

2.1 Analytic sample characteristics

Table 1 shows that the majority of mothers and fathers in the sample were Black (65.8%); 34.2% were Latinx. Nearly

61% of mothers and 48% of fathers completed a high school education or less. Mother-father coresidence (defined

as living together all or most of the time) included 45.2% of couples at Y1. Only 18.9% of couples were married at Y1.

About 47% of mothers and 25.5% of fathers reported incomes below the poverty line. On average, fathers and mothers
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TA B L E 1 Participant characteristics

Variable n % M SD

M-F coreside Y1 1474 45.2

Missing 396 12.2

M-F married Y1 617 18.9

Missing 376 11.5

Race/ethnicity

Black 2146 65.8

Latinx 1113 34.2

Age of parent at baseline

Father 27.26 7.15

Mother 24.64 5.79

Child sex at birth

Male 1706 52.3

Female 1553 47.7

M household income Y1 23,558 23,292

F household income Y1 30,732 30,191

M family poverty Y1 1536 47.1

Missing 372
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was a significant decrease in fit when paths were constrained to equality. Full information maximum likelihood (FIML)

estimation was used to handle all missing data. For all models, requirements for good model fit included compara-

tive fit indices (CFI) of .90 or higher and root-mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA) values of less than .06

(Kline, 2005). MacCallum et al. (1996) indicate that RMSEA of .08 is considered mediocre fit. The chi-square goodness

of fit statistic is also reported for all models. Because we conducted multiple growth curve analyses in this study, we

adjusted for familywise error using Bonferroni’s correction. We corrected for five different comparisons by establish-

ing an alpha level of .05 divided by 5= .01. We used Betas to indicate effect sizes. Acock (2014) suggests that β< .2 is

considered weak, .2< β< .5 is moderate, and β> .5 is strong.

3 RESULTS

3.1 Missing data analyses

Little’s (1988
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TA B L E 3
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children in the study to have positive socioemotional skills at age 9, including moderately high cooperation, assertive-

ness, and self-control, and low internalizing and externaling behavior. Latinx mothers consistently were less engaged

in learning activities than Black mothers, but Latinx fathers were more engaged at Y3 and Y5 than Black fathers.

Researchers have found that some Latinx parents read less to their children (one component of our learning activi-

ties measure) than other parents because they doubt their ability to support their child’s literacy development due to

their own limited English proficiency and literacy skills (Jimenez et al., 2020).

Our exploratory analyses showed that, on average, fathers’ learning activities decreased significantly and steadily

from Y1 to Y5. Although mothers’ learning activities also decreased significantly, the rate of decrease was not as steep

as that of fathers. It is noteworthy that even though mothers’ learning activities decreased over the course of four

years, the average level of mothers’ learning activities at Y5 was greater than the initial level of fathers’ learning

activities at Y1. To some degree, mothers’ and fathers’ engagement in learning activities may decline because chil-

dren become more independent at the end of the preschool years (e.g., they spend more time playing alone). However,

fathers’ average decline in learning activities is concerning in light of our findings indicating that the rate of decline is

associated with lower socioemotional skills at age 9. The finding that fathers’ decrease was larger than mothers might

indicate that parents believe the day-to-day activities such as reading to children are mothers’ responsibility whereas

working is fathers’ responsibility (Bianchi et al., 2012), or that as children get older fathers’ employment increases to

meet the financial needs of the family.

Hypothesis 1 was supported partially. Mother’s intercept was related negatively to being Latinx and difficult

temperament; father’s intercept was related negatively to nonresidence, family poverty, and difficult temperament.

Poverty and difficult temperament are significant stressors that may interfere directly with engaging infants in learn-

ing activities (Harlam & Burke, 2018; Ryan et al., 2008). For fathers, nonresidence may be associated with low levels of

learning activities with infants because men have less day-to-day access to children.

Hypothesis 2 also was supported partially. Mother-father nonresidence at Y1 was associated significantly with

steeper declines in learning activities from Y1 to Y5 for both mothers and fathers. Studies have shown that parents

often grow further apart from each other when they no longer live together, and when this happens, fathers may

have little support from mothers to be engaged with the child (Nelson, 2004). Nonresident fathers also may form

new romantic relationships, and studies suggest that fathers’ subsequent relationships are associated with decreased

involvement with children from previous relationships (McKenry et al., 1996). For mothers, nonresidence may mean

having to take care of children’s basic needs without the help of a partner, while at the same time having to work to

support the family financially. The demands associated with being a single parent may leave little room for engaging in

learning activities with children.

Neither mothers’ nor fathers’ initial level of learning activities at Y1 predicted socioemotional skills at age 9 (see

Hypothesis 3). Parents’ engagement in learning activities with infants may be a less robust predictor of socioemotional

skills than other parenting variables, such as parental supervision and socioemotional support (Longo et al., 2017). It

is also possible that assessments of the quality of parents’ engagement in learning activities rather than the FFCW

frequency measures of learning activities would be better predictors of child outcomes.

The most significant finding of the current study was that higher rates of decline in fathers’ learning activities (slope)

from Y1 to Y5 predicted lower levels of socioemotional skills at Y9 (Exploratory Analysis 2). This finding builds on the

longitudinal research literature by showing that examining the rate of change in fathers’ engagement is as important as

examining engagement at individual data points (e.g., Taylor et al., 2015). Importantly, the multigroup analyses showed

that mother-father nonresidence at Y1 did not moderate the association between fathers’ slope and child outcome

significantly (Exploratory Analysis 3), suggesting that the association between fathers’ decreasing learning activities

and child’s socioemotional skills was not affected by mother-father living arrangement. It is possible that fathers’ and

mothers’ nonresidence status changed after Y1 and that nonresidential status at later times may affect child outcomes.

However, assesments of nonresidence at later times (e.g., Y5) cannot be used to predict the slope in this study which

includes learning activities from Y1 to Y5.
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A significant finding of the multigroup analyses was that decreasing levels of father engagement in learning activi-

ties were associated with lower socioemotional skills when infants had difficult temperaments compared with children

who did not have difficult temperaments (Exploratory Analysis 3). Children with difficult temperaments place more

demands on parents to assist them in adapting to their environment. Steep declines in fathers’ engagement in learning

activities may be a manifestation of parents not providing temperamentally challenging children with the tools they

need to adapt to the demands of their social environment.

There were a small number of differences among Black and Latinx parents in the current study. Specifically, Lat-

inx mothers who coresided with the biological fathers were less engaged in learning activities than coresiding Black

mothers with infants. It is not clear from our data why this difference exists for coresiding parents but not nonresident

parents. Perhaps one of the most interesting findings of the paper is that although Latinx mothers are less likely to

be engaged in learning activities than Black mothers thoughout early childhood, the rate of change in learning activ-

ities was not associated with race/ethnicity. This finding may reflect normative changes in parenting associated with

children becoming more independent in learning activities (e.g., parents playing less often with children) as they get

older.

5 LIMITATIONS

Mothers’ and fathers’ learning activities and socioemotional skills were missing a large amount of data which may

cause bias in the findings. Missing data were more likely to occur among Latinx parents. The results of the current study

may therefore be more applicable to Black parents. Our use of FIML and inclusion of auxillary variables as strategies

to handle missing data help to correct for some potential bias. Another limitation is the FFCW data do not include

Spanish speaking parents and therefore may not be representative of all low-income Latinx families in large cities in

the United States. In addition, the measures of mothers’ and fathers’ learning activities were based on self-reports of

behavior, which may be subject to social desireability influences. Observational or time diary measures might provide

more accurate assessments of parents’ involvement with children. Finally, the available parent engagement items in

FFCW are measures of frequency of involvement (number of days) with children. Amount of involvement does not

mean that parents are engaged in high quality interactions. Number of days playing with children, for example, is not

positive if the parent is intrusive, controlling, or demeaning.

6 CONCLUSIONS

The results of the current study are significant because they show that greater declines in Black and Latinx father

engagement in learning activities during early childhood predict lower socioemotional skills at age 9. Less mother

engagement in learning activities does not predict socioemotional skills, possibly because mothers’ trajectories do
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