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July 17, 2002

Study Links Working Mothers to Slower Learning

By TAMAR LEWIN


Adding fuel to the debate over mothers who work, a new analysis of the largest government child-care study has found that early maternal employment has negative effects on children's intellectual development. 

"What we found was that when mothers worked more than 30 hours by the time their children were 9 months old, those children, on average, did not do as well on school-readiness tests when they were 3 years old," said Jeanne Brooks-Gunn of Columbia's Teachers College, the lead author of the study. "In other work we've done, we've seen that those negative effects of early full-time maternal employment persist among children who are 7 or 8."

Where the mother did not start working until the child was a year old, Dr. Brooks-Gunn said, there were no significant effects. 

The new study, to be released today in Child Development magazine, is based on data from the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development Study of Early Child Care, which followed more than 1,000 children in 10 cities over three years, examining maternal sensitivity, home environment, hours in child care and quality of child care. The study by the institute, a branch of the National Institutes of Health, is considered the most comprehensive child-care study to date. 

The analysis found that 3-year-olds from an average home environment, in average-quality child care, whose mother did not work by the ninth month, scored at the 50th percentile on the Bracken School Readiness test, which assesses children's knowledge of colors, letters, numbers, shapes and comparisons. 

Children in similar settings whose mothers were employed by the ninth month scored at the 44th percentile. 

"That's a significant difference," said another author of the study, Jane Waldfogel of Columbia's School of Social Work. "I think moms and dads have to balance a lot of different considerations, but if it is at all possible for mom to stay home longer, or go back to work part time in the first year, that may be a good thing."

The report is the latest to use data from the national institute's study of early childhood development. Last year, a report based on the data concluded that children who spent long hours in day care tended to be more aggressive and have more behavioral problems. Other reports based on the data have found no link between long hours in child care and lower scores on school-readiness tests. 

"For the last 20 to 30 years, as more and more mothers have been in jobs away from home, we've been on a detective search for what it all means for the children," said Ellen Galinsky, president of the Families and Work Institute, a nonprofit research group based in New York. "It's very confusing to people on the sidelines, because first one study says this and then another study says that. All of them give us clues, but none of them give us answers. There are so many factors, like the involvement of the dad, the quality of the child care, how much the mother wants to be doing the work she is doing, how stressful the job is." 

The new analysis examined the number of hours the mother was employed rather than the number of hours the child was in care — and found that maternal employment of 30 hours a week or more by the time a baby was 9 months old was associated with lower scores on school readiness tests at age 3. 

"We really looked at different questions," Ms. Waldfogel said. "They looked at early child care, while we looked at early maternal employment. You'd think that those would be the same, but it turns out that a third of the nonworking mothers put their children in child care before 9 months." 

The study analyzed how other factors interacted with maternal employment in shaping children's development. Children whose mothers worked by the time the babies were 9 months old, and had insensitive mothers and poor-quality child care, had scores in the 37th percentile. The 3-year-olds who did best on the test, scoring at the 56th percentile, were those who had sensitive mothers who were not employed by the ninth month, and good-quality child care. 

As other studies have found, boys were more vulnerable than girls to the effects of early maternal employment. 

The new analysis included 900 white non-Hispanic children who were followed from birth to 36 months in the national institute's study. The data on the 174 black and Hispanic children in the study were excluded, both because the sample size was too small to analyze separately and because a homogenous population made it easier to separate out the effects of employment, Dr. Brooks-Gunn said. 

In the families studied, 55 percent of the mothers were working by the third month, 71 percent by the sixth month and 75 percent by the ninth month. 

July 21, 2002

A Child Study Is a Peek. It's Not the Whole Picture.

By TAMAR LEWIN
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OR some parents, the new research finding that children of mothers who worked full-time scored lower on school readiness tests may evoke the old story about the blind men who tried to describe an elephant: One told of touching the smooth hard ivory tusk, another the snake-like trunk, a third the leathery skin and a fourth the ropy tail — but none captured anything like the whole picture.

Contradictory truths emerging from the nation's most comprehensive child-care study are partial snapshots, too. But in the heat of the continuing debate over working mothers, they have heightened the anxieties many parents already feel.

Last week, in Child Development, the journal of the Society for Research in Child Development, a group of respected Columbia University researchers reported that children whose mothers worked more than 30 hours a week by the time they were 9 months old got lower scores on school readiness tests at age 3.

Their findings were based on data from the federal government's Early Child Care Study — the same study that, a year earlier, produced findings that there was no difference in cognitive ability between children who spent long hours in child care and those whose mothers cared for them at home. 

The child-care study data also yielded the news that children who spent long hours in child care were three times more likely to have behavior problems. 

Overall, though, most children displayed no behavior problems, no matter how much time they spent in child care. 

So, are some of these findings right and some wrong? Probably not. 

Rather, they highlight different facets of the elephantine issue of child development. Each study found only a statistical correlation, which is not necessarily an indication that one thing causes another.

"Each study shines a light on different factors," said Kathy Hirsh-Pasek of Temple University, a researcher on the original analysis of the child-care study. "They don't find the same answers because they're asking different questions. The new study looked at the effects of early maternal employment. Our study looked at the effects of spending a long time in child care. The findings may look contradictory, but really they're complementary. What we need to be doing, now, is trying to put it all together, to look at the whole child." 

For all the apparent contradictions, she and others said, there is growing consensus about some of the factors that help young children's healthy development: high-quality child care, parents attuned to their children's needs, a good home environment, stimulation. 

But a great many questions remain: What impact does an involved father have? Why are boys more vulnerable than girls if they are in poor-quality child care, or if their mother returns to full-time work early? Is there, as some researchers believe, something about the 6-month period, when babies are fearful about separation, that makes it especially difficult for children to adjust to their mother's return to work? To what extent does high-quality child care compensate for a depressed mother or a difficult home environment? What effect does the quality of the mother's employment have on the child, both in additional income and additional stress brought home, and in personal growth that may shape the child's development?

The answers to such questions, researchers say, are probably far more useful to those interested in designing family-friendly national policies than to individual families deciding how to live their lives. 

"I think everyone in the field worries that these studies will be interpreted simplistically," said Martha Cox, director of the Center for Developmental Science at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, and a principal investigator on the Early Child Care Study. "It's not a good idea for parents to take a finding that 3-year-olds' school readiness scores are a few points lower if the mother goes back to work early, and say that means the mother should stay home for a year. We have to be careful about looking at one measure and not at how the whole family functions."

Furthermore, she said, the kind of statistical analysis the studies use cannot take account of all the complexities of real life, or of the individual differences that allow one family to thrive in a situation that would create enormous stress, and frayed relationships, in another.

"Because the research controls for all the variables, it blurs the fact that the women who go back to work early are better-educated women who can make more money, have more incentives to work, and less difficulty with depressive symptoms than the moms who stay home," Dr. Cox said.  "When you control for those differences, you find that if all things were equal — if the moms going back and staying home had the same income levels and the same lack of depression — then staying home for nine months might result in a couple extra points on the school readiness test. But that's modelling things that don't occur so frequently in real life." 

Some researchers even wonder whether the steady release of new findings on questions such as the timing of the mother's employment actually obscure the overall picture. 

"Decades ago, there was a whole literature on the impact of working mothers on families," said Heidi Hartmann, president of the Institute for Women's Policy Studies in Washington. "Most of the studies, using much broader measures, concluded there were no damaging effects. These new studies are getting very, very micro. We measure the baby, we observe the mother and father interacting with baby, we observe the quality of the day care. But with all the data collection and the micro factors, you may lose sight of broader macro questions, like the mother's job satisfaction, the income she brings in, the role she plays in the community, the father's role, all of which have an impact on the family and the child." 
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The Larger Research Context.


These articles illustrate  how findings from a large study can change depending upon what analyses are being done, and how any one research report only tells part of the story.  Drawing scientific conclusions about something as  complex as child development requires many research perspectives, and sensitivity to the larger context of the research.
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