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Over the past three decades parental contributions to 

children’s cognitive development and academic 

achievement have been widely studied.  

However, fewer studies have explored fathers’ 

individual contributions. 

Why Might Father-Child Interaction Matter for 

Children’s Cognitive Development? 

•Play offers a unique opportunity for the child to 

practice their communication, negotiation, and turn-

taking skills, which may foster children’s language 

and cognitive abilities (Roggman, Boyce, Cook, Christiansen, & 

Jones, 2004). 

•Moreover, father engagement in play with his child 

seems to be universal, as it does not differ across 

employment status, level of schooling, income, or 

demographic location (rural/urban) (Paquette, Carbonneau, 

Dubeau, Bigras, & Temblay, 2003). 

•Children of fathers who engage in frequent play 

with them have more advanced cognitive abilities, 

social competencies, positive behavioral outcomes, 

and positive peer relationships (Roggman et al., 2004).  

Are Effects of Fathers Independent of Mothers?  

Some evidence exists for unique effects of fathers. 

Cross-Sectional – Involved coresident fathers had 

children who scored significantly better on reading 

and math, even when taking maternal involvement 

into account (McBride, Schoppe-Sullivan, & Ho, 2005). 

Longitudinal across Toddlerhood — Through the 

quality of play engagements, both mothers’ and 

fathers’ supportive parenting independently predicted 

children’s language and cognitive development (Tamis-

LeMonda, Shannon, Cabrera, & Lamb, 2004). 

Less research has been done on the longitudinal 

effects of fathers as children transition to school.  

The Present Study —Does fathers’ parenting predict 

children’s cognitive development/academic 

achievement over the transition to school? Do effects 

of fathers hold when controlling for mothers’ 

parenting?  

Data were drawn from the National Institute of 

Child Health and Human Development (NICHD) 

Study of Early Child Care.  

Participants in this research were recruited from or 

near 10 cities throughout the U.S. from January to 

November 1991. 

Fathers’ and mothers’ parenting was measured 

during parent-child play at 54 months and the 

child’s cognitive development/academic 

achievement was measured in the first grade.  

Participants: 

•699 children with coresident biological fathers. 

•50% of the children were males.  

•89.7% of the children were White.  

•Average education for mothers and fathers was 

about 15 years.  

•Family income ranged from $5148 to $856,000, 

with a median income level of $55,000 in 1994.  

Measures: 

54 Months: Parent-Child Interaction Task 

Children were observed for 15 minutes interacting 

with each of their parents to measure the parents’ 

sensitivity and stimulation. 

Father-Child Interaction Task: 

•Marbleworks game and play with toy 

animals/jungle props. 

Mother-Child Interaction Task: 

•Etch-a-sketch maze, building towers with blocks, 

and play with hand puppets. 

First Grade: Woodcock-Johnson Psycho-

Educational Battery-Revised 

The child’s cognitive development and academic 

achievement were measured using the Woodcock-

Johnson Psycho-Educational Battery-Revised. The 

WJ-R is composed of two main parts: the Tests of 

Cognitive Ability and the Tests of Achievement.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Structural Equation Modeling (SEM): 

Parent-Child Interaction Task: 

Fathers’ and Mothers’ Parenting latent variables  

•Created from their sensitivity and stimulation 

scores while interacting with their child (modified 

from Egeland & Hiester, 1993). 

Woodcock-Johnson Psycho-Educational Battery: 

Cognition latent variable  

•Created from standardized scores on Picture 

Vocabulary, Memory for Sentences, and 

Incomplete Words tests. 

Achievement latent variable 

•Created from standardized scores on the Applied 

Problems and Letter-Word Identification tests.  

(Woodcock, 1990; Woodcock & Johnson, 1989)  

Model Fit: 

RMSEA = .0370 

Normed Fit Index = .9980 

Comparative Fit Index = .9990 

 

Results: 

Even after controlling for mothers’ parenting and 

parental education, fathers’ parenting has a 

significant and independent effect on children’s 

cognitive development (p < .01) and there is also 

a trend with respect to children’s academic 

achievement (p < .057). 

 

Conclusions and Future Research: 

Fathering makes independent contributions to 

children’s cognitive development/academic 

achievement across the transition to school.  

Future father research should continue to examine 

which aspects of fathers’ involvement/parenting 

are the most influential for child development.  
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