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Part 1: Leon Feinstein

The early years (0-8): The changing relationship of family background and child attainment, 1946-2003

The focus of this part of the seminar will be on the relationship between family background and child attainment. The two key research and policy issues are: 

1. how do children acquire the cognitive capital that they have? 

2. how have the relationships involved changed across cohorts and across time?

We are interested to test how this relationship has changed over time in line with general shifts in society, education policy, income inequality and social mobility over the period. Changes in nutrition, public health and social policy over the period have been associated with a diminution of the relationship between family background and physical height over the post-war period. We will show whether there has been a comparable diminution of the relationship between family background and cognitive functioning. 

Running against the general trend towards social equality in the immediate post-war era has been an increase in income inequality and a decrease in social mobility during the 1980s and 1990s. It may be hypothesised that the polarising effects of macro-level inequality will have impacted on the cognitions (aspirations, beliefs and expectations) of parents, teachers and the cohort members themselves, to increase the strength of the relationship of family background and child attainment in the latter part of the period.

There have also been huge cultural shifts in a range of important factors such as mothers’ working, attitudes to gender, family structure and social class.

To explore these issues we assess the relationship of family background to cognitive functioning, using simple bivariate techniques, across cohorts up to age 8.

Part 2: Kirstine Hansen and Ingrid Schoon

Family stress, child care, and early cognitive development in the Millennium cohort

The second part of the seminar is concerned with the influence of family economic hardship and childcare arrangements on cognitive development at aged 3 years, using data from the Millennium birth cohort in order to focus on current issues. 

The questions addressed are:

1. how does material hardship affect the school readiness of young children? 

2. are the effects of family poverty mediated through parental distress and parenting behaviour? 

To address these questions, the applicability of the family stress model, originally developed by Conger and colleagues for the study of adolescents, will be examined among 3-year olds. We use the family stress model to predict school readiness, and show that material hardship increases the risk of emotional distress of the caregiver, which in turn increases the risk of less effective parenting, which in turn predicts school readiness. The results support, with some modification, the applicability of the family stress model to the study of early cognitive development.

We also examined the relationship between type of child care and cognitive outcomes in a sample that experienced child care at age 9 months. We show that while formal care is positively associated with school readiness, grandparent care is positively associated with vocabulary score. Sub-group analysis showed that the significant associations are found mostly among the more advantaged groups.























































