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Abstract

This thesis has four main goals: (1) to examine the association between different
measures of time in childcare on children’s cognitive and social development; (2) to
investigate the influence of child-care-related variables (i.e., structural and process
features of quality child care, caregivers’ mental health status and job satisfaction) on
child developmental outcomes; (3) to determine whether child care predicts
developmental outcomes after controlling for the effects of family-background variables
(e.g., family social environment, parental discipline practices and parental mental health
status); and (4) to examine the moderating effect of family and other predictor variables
on the relationship between the amount of time spent in child care and its effect on
children’s cognitive and social development. To achieve these goals, data were
collected from 147 children between 3-4 years of age in Study | and 89 children aged 4-
5 years in follow-up studies. These children were attending nationally accredited child

care centres in South Australia, but in areas that differed socio-economically.

The first finding was that different measures of time in childcare were not
equally related to child developmental outcomes. The number of day(s) in a week,
amount of hour(s) in a day and in a week spent in childcare was negatively related to
children’s social behaviour, whereas the number of months children had spent in
childcare was positively related to social development scores. A second finding was that
the structural feature of childcare (group size) was significantly related to child
developmental outcomes. A smaller group size (10-20 children) was found to have a
greater significant positive effect than bigger group size (21-30 children) on child
psychosocial behaviour. Another quality feature, a harsh style of caregiver interaction

was associated with high scores in child conduct problems measure.
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A third finding was that higher levels of family conflict were associated with
higher scores on the SDQ and ASBI subscales while higher levels of expressiveness in
the family were associated with higher scores on the ASBI subscales. Further, higher
scores on a measure of dysfunctional parental discipline practices were associated with

lower scores in social competence measures in children.

Fourth, the nature of caregiver interactions with children (in particular, a harsher
style of interaction) was found to moderate the effect of time spent in child care and its
consequent impact on children’s developmental outcomes. Specifically, it was found
that: (1) children who spent long hours in daily care had higher caregiver assessed
scores on the SDQ if the caregiver practised a harsher style of interaction; and (2)
children who attended childcare many hours per week were rated by their caregivers as
having lower prosocial scores if the child attended a centre where caregivers interacted

more harshly with children,

Other results obtained from the analysis of interaction effects showed that
family-related variables (i.e., family conflict, expressiveness, dysfunctional parenting
discipline and lax parenting style) moderated the effect of time spent in child care on
children’s developmental outcomes. In particular, it was found that: (1) children who
attended many days per week and who came from family environments characterised by
higher levels of conflict were given lower ratings for prosocial behaviour; (2) children
who spent more hours of child care in a week were rated low in peer problems measure
when the family reported high social expressiveness; (3) children who spent more hours

in a week in childcare were given higher ratings for prosocial behaviours if the children
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had been exposed to more dysfunctional parenting discipline practises at home (i.e.,

total score and lax parenting style).

These results are discussed in relation to studies in other countries on the effects
that child care attendance has on child developmental outcomes. Consistent with
findings in Sweden, the United Kingdom and the United States of America: (1)
attending child care more hours in a week seem to have a negative effect on a child’s
social developmental outcomes even after child care and family characteristics are taken
into account; (2) family characteristics remain a significant predictor of child
development even when children spend most of their day time in child care; and (3)
structural and process features of child care had significant predictive effects on
children’s development. In contrast to the findings from studies in these countries, this
research showed that: (1) high numbers of months in child care positively affects child
social development; (2) family variables (i.e., family conflict and dysfunctional parental
discipline strategies) have both direct and indirect influences on child developmental
outcomes; and (3) the effects of the amount of time in childcare vary as a function of
caregiver interaction as well as family background variables. Further research is needed
to understand all the mechanisms responsible for these convergent and divergent

outcomes.
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