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Abstract
Fathers’ vocabulary to infants has been linked in the literature to early child language
development, however, little is known about the variability in fathers’ language behavior. This
study considered associations between fathers’ work characteristics and fathers’ vocabulary
among a sample of employed African American fathers of 6-month old infants who were living in
low-income rural communities. After controlling for family and individual factors, we found that
fathers who worked nonstandard shifts and reported more job flexibility used more diverse
vocabulary with their infants.

Keywords
Parent child communication; Fathers; Infant development; Family work relationship; African
American families; Lower income level

Research on early language development has increasingly recognized fathers as key figures
in the ecology of children’s development (Duursma, Pan, & Raikes, 2008; Kelley, Smith,
Green, Berndt, & Rogers, 1998; Tamis-LeMonda, Shannon, Cabrera, & Lamb, 2004).
Studies suggest that fathers’ language, specifically fathers’ vocabulary, is associated with
language development for children from low-SES and mid-SES families from diverse ethnic
backgrounds (Pancsofar & Vernon-Feagans, 2006; Pancsofar, Vernon-Feagans, & The
Family Life Project Investigators, 2010). As more mothers have entered the workforce when
their children are very young, research has grown on the contributions that fathers make to
children’s early environments. Studies exploring factors that contribute to variation in
fathers’ behaviors have reflected a growing awareness of cultural and linguistic diversity in
the United States (Cabrera, Tamis-LeMonda, Bradley, Hofferth, & Lamb, 2000; Gottman,
1998; Parke, 1996; Roopnarine, 2004). The Ecological Systems Theory (Bronfenbrenner,
1979; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998) suggests that interactions between parents and their
children are influenced by external systems including the parents’ work environments
(Bronfenbrenner, 1986). Parents’ work environments impact child development through
their influence on family processes including the interactional contexts in which children
learn much of their earliest language. Though numerous studies show that characteristics of
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parents’ work impact individual well-being and parenting behaviors (Perry-Jenkins,
Goldberg, Pierce, & Sayer, 2007; Strazdins, Clements, Korda, Broom, & D’Souza, 2006) we
know very little about variability in work characteristics and fathers’ language input,
particularly among African American fathers with young children. In the current study we
examine possible links between work characteristics and the language used by African
American fathers in interactions with their young children.

Links Between Fathers’ Work Characteristics and Language Input
Job hours

Research investigating the work-family interface suggests that work conditions may be
particularly important for understanding early interactions between fathers and children
(Corwyn & Bradley, 1999; Crouter, Bumpus, Head, & McHale, 2001; Doherty, Kouneski, &
Erickson, 1998; Goodman, Crouter, Lanza, Cox, & The Family Life Project Investigators,
2008; Menaghan, 1991; Perry-Jenkins, Repetti, & Crouter, 2000; Yeung, Sandberg, Davis-
Kean, & Hofferth, 2001). It has been hypothesized that among employed fathers, job hours
may restrict fathers’ time interacting with children; however, studies in this area have
yielded mixed results. There is some evidence that fathers’ job hours may be negatively
associated with the amount of time fathers participate in childcare and reading activities
(Aldous, Mulligan, & Bjarnason, 1998; Marsiglio, 1991; Yeung et al., 2001). For example,
Yeung et al. (2001) found that fathers’ work hours were negatively associated with the time
they spent with their children on weekdays, but not on weekends. However, most studies in
this area have been conducted with Caucasian, middle-class families, and Goodman and
colleagues (2008) found no effect of work hours on the quality of parent-child interactions
in an ethnically diverse, low-income sample (Goodman et al., 2008).

Nonstandard shift work—While it is important to consider the overall amount of time
fathers spend working, the time of day the fathers work may also be linked to their parenting
behaviors. “Shift work” is used to describe work hours that fall outside of the traditional “9-
to-5” workday (e.g. working evenings, nights, or rotating shifts) (Beers, 2000). Men are
more likely than women to engage in nonstandard shift work, and African Americans are
more likely than Whites or Latinos to work alternative shifts (Beers, 2000; Presser, 2003).

Prior research of employed men and women found that nonstandard shift work is associated
with a host of negative outcomes, including less time in family roles (Staines & Pleck,
1984), lower martial quality (White & Keith, 1990), greater marital instability (Davis,
Goodman, Pirretti, & Almeida, 2008; Presser, 2000), more hostile parenting (Strazdins et al.,
2006), and higher levels of parental stress and depressive symptoms (Daniel, Grzywacz,
Leerkes, Tucker, & Han, 2009; Joshi & Bogen, 2007; Perry-Jenkins et al., 2007). However,
some literature suggests that nonstandard shift work may have a differential impact on
family relationships for mothers and fathers, and that in some cases, nonstandard shift work
may support positive father-child interactions (Mills & That, 2010; Perry-Jenkins et al.,
2007). Mills and Taht (2010) found in a study of Dutch families that fathers with young
children who worked nonstandard shifts had less relationship conflict and spent more time
with their children. Their quantitative and qualitative analyses suggested that fathers’
nonstandard shift work was a strategic choice made by families to build more flexibility into
their schedule and for fathers to engage in more childcare and household tasks. Similarly,
Wight, Raley, and Bianchi (2008) found that parents who worked nonstandard shifts had
more time alone with children than parents who worked standard day shifts. In a sample of
two-parent families of 10 to 14 year-old children, Han and Waldfogel (2007) found that
mothers’ and fathers’ nonstandard work schedules were positively associated with some
aspects of parenting, such as monitoring, yet negatively associated with other aspects, such
as closeness. These results showed that when parents were working nonstandard shifts, it
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was more likely that one of the parents would be present in the home during after school
hours. In contrast, it was less likely that children would eat dinner with both parents and
parents were more likely to miss important events.

While parents’ nonstandard shift work has garnered substantial recent attention in the
literature, the mixed findings make it difficult to draw meaningful inferences about the
associations between nonstandard shift work and fathering. Nonstandard work schedules
may play a more supportive role in fathering at the transition to parenthood as compared to
later childhood, but research has yet to illuminate these associations during infancy. For very
young children who are not yet in school, nonstandard work schedules may allow fathers to
participate more fully in childcare activities and support more optimal father-child
interactions. Emerging research on fathers’ shift work during early childhood has suggested
that nonstandard work schedules may actually support fathers’ caregiving and engagement
(Brayfield, 1995; Rosenbaum & Morrett, 2009). In a nationally representative study of dual-
earner households, Brayfield (1995) found that fathers were more likely to be the primary
caregiver for a preschool-aged child when they worked a non-day shift as opposed to a day
shift. In a more recent study, Rosenbaum and Morett (2009) found that father-child
engagement in cognitively stimulating activities significantly reduced the negative
association between parents’ work in nonstandard shifts and infant behavior problems. This
limited research suggests that fathers’ nonstandard work hours may afford fathers of infants
greater opportunities to engage in social interactions, and positively influence the way they
talk to their young children. However, there have been no studies to consider this association
between fathers’ nonstandard work hours and fathers’ talk to young children.

Job flexibility—Supportive work environments have been linked to more positive father-
child interactions during infancy for families across SES groups (Goodman et al., 2008;
Volling & Belsky, 1991). One specific aspect of supportive work environments, job
flexibility, has been associated with lower levels of work-family conflict and better work
and family life balance for mothers and fathers (Allard, Haas, & Hwang, 2007; Byron, 2005;
Hill, Hawkins, Ferris, & Weitzman, 2001). Job flexibility may grant fathers of young
children the ability to manage family and work responsibilities, particularly when challenges
related to childcare arise (Hill et al., 2001). However, as a group, African Americans are less
likely to have flexible work schedules and family-friendly job benefits than are Caucasians
(McLoyd & Enchautegui-de-Jesus, 2005). Very few, if any, studies have looked at the
associations between fathers’ job flexibility and the characteristics of father-child
interactions during infancy, a developmental period when flexible parental work conditions
may be particularly important for supporting optimal language environments for children.

A growing body of research has looked at the links between fathers’ work conditions and
father-child interactions, however, no study to date has considered how work conditions
relate to fathers’ talk to their children. Fathers’ work conditions may be particularly
important in understanding parenting interactions for African-American men (Bowman &
Sanders, 1998). African American men have the lowest labor force participation rates
compared to men from other racial groups in the United States (McLoyd & Enchautegui-de-
Jesus, 2005) and when they are employed, their work conditions tend to be less than ideal.
Literature suggests that fathers’ employment may be associated with involvement with
young children in African American families, with employed fathers demonstrating more
involvement with their infants than unemployed fathers (Gavin, Black, Minor, Abel, Papas,
& Bentley, 2002). However, certain work characteristics like shiftwork and job flexibility,
that allow African American fathers to be home during the day may be positively associated
with high quality verbal interactions with their infant children.
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Demographic Factors and Parent Characteristics Associated with Fathers’ Vocabulary
The association between fathers’ work and fathers’ vocabulary should be understood while
accounting for other meaningful characteristics of fathers and families, including family
socio-economic status, the mother-father relationship and individual parent characteristics.

Socio-economic status—The literature consistently links parental language to family
socio-economic status and parental education. Research suggests that mothers from higher-
SES families talk and interact more with their children in ways that are related to more
advanced child language development as compared to mothers from lower-SES families
(Hammer & Weiss, 1999; Hart & Risley, 1995; Hoff, 2006; Hoff, Laursen, & Tardif, 2002;
Hoff-Ginsberg, 1998). Research on fathers within low-SES and middle-SES communities
suggests that higher paternal education is associated with more involved caregiving, more
frequent engagement in socialization practices, and more harmonious parenting interactions
with young children than less paternal education (Ahmeduzzaman & Roopnarine, 1992;
Coley & Chase-Lansdale, 1999; Duursma et al., 2008; Gavin et al., 2002; Woodworth,
Belsky, & Crnic, 1996; Yogman, Kindlon, & Earls, 1995). Using nationally representative
data on fathers, Cabrera, Hofferth, and Chae (2011) found that fathers’ education was
related to verbal stimulation and negatively related to physical play with their infants among
African American fathers. Among the very few studies to look at the associations between
income and verbal behavior of African American fathers, a recent study examined talk about
emotions among fathers drawn from the same study population used in the current
investigation. This study found that fathers’ talk about negative emotions was positively
associated with income for African American fathers (Garrett-Peters, Miss-Koonce, Zerwas,
Cox, & The Family Life Project Investigators, 2011). This finding was not replicated among
non-African American fathers.

Mother-father relationship—Previous research suggests that characteristics of the
mother-father relationship are key predictors of the father-child relationship (Cox, Owen,
Lewis, & Henderson, 1989; Grych, 2002; Kitzmann, 2000; Lamb & Lewis, 2010). More
positive romantic relationships between mothers and fathers have been associated with
greater father involvement with infants among African American families (Gavin et al.,
2002; Smith, Krohn, Chu, & Best, 2005). While there are very few studies have considered
links between the mother-father relationship and fathers’ language input, previous work with
preschool and school-aged children has found that greater marital satisfaction was associated
with longer fathers’ utterances to children (Pratt, Kerig, Cowan, & Cowan, 1992), while
greater marital stress was associated with more negative verbal feedback from fathers
(Brody, Pellegrini, & Sigel, 1986). A more recent study by Pancsofar, Vernon-Feagans,
Odom, and Roe (2008) found that in a sample of Caucasian middle-class dual-earner
couples, higher levels of marital love and lower levels of family conflict when children were
12 months of age, were associated with more diverse mothers’ and fathers’ vocabulary in
parent-child interactions 1 year later.

Parent characterisics—Because mothers often engage in more parenting
responsibilities, even within two-parent households, characteristics of mother-child
interactions may influence father-child interactions (Doherty et al., 1998; Lamb & Lewis,
2010). In triadic interactions between mothers, fathers, and young children, research has
shown that mothers engage in more overall talk and may be more involved in keeping the
interaction going than fathers (Lindsey & Caldera, 2006; Pancsofar & Vernon-Feagans,
2006). While few studies, have specifically considered the influence of mothers’ child
directed speech on fathers’ language input to young children, it is important to control for
the potentially meaningful associations between mother-child language interactions and
father-child language interactions.

Pancsofar et al. Page 4

J Appl Dev Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2014 January 01.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



Additionally, literature links individual characteristics of fathers to their interactions with
their children. Specifically, higher levels of depression and distress have been associated
with less optimal parent-child communication for both mothers and fathers (Fields,
Hernandez-Reif, & Diego, 2006; Jacob & Johnson, 1997; Kaplan, Sliter, & Burgess, 2007).
Studies of fathers of infants have found that elevated symptoms of depression in fathers
were linked to poorer infant learning in response to paternal speech (Kaplan et al., 2007),
less fathers’ verbal stimulation, and fewer fathers’ caregiving activities with their infants
(Cabrera et al., 2011). When considering associations between fathers’ work characteristics
and father-child vocabulary, it may be important to also control for fathers’ role overload, or
feeling overwhelmed by multiple commitments. Research has also linked high levels of
perceived role overload with a host of negative individual and family-level factors for
fathers, including depression, relationship conflict, and a negative family emotional climate
(Costigan, Cox, & Cauce, 2003; Lee, Vernon-Feagans, Vazques, & Kolak, 2003; Perry-
Jenkins et al., 2007; Wiersma & Van den Berg, 1991), and high levels of work pressure have
been associated with feelings of overload for mothers and fathers (Crouter, Bumpus,
Maguire, & McHale, 1999; Ransford, Crouter, & McHale, 2008).

Summary
Fathers’ vocabulary during parent-child language interactions has been identified as an
important contributor to children’s language development during early childhood (Pancsofar
& Vernon-Feagans, 2006; Pancsofar, et al., 2010); however, very little previous research has
considered predictors of fathers’ language input, particularly within African American
families. Research suggests that fathers’ work conditions may be related to characteristics of
father-child interactions (Gavin et al., 2002; Goodman, et al., 2008; Marsiglio, 1991; Mills
& Taht, 2010; Perry-Jenkins et al., 2007; Wight et al., 2008). However, no study to date has
considered these associations between characteristics of fathers’ work and the language that
fathers direct to their young children during these early interactions. This study addresses
these gaps in the literature by investigating the following research question: What are the
associations between fathers’ work conditions and the vocabulary fathers use with their 6
month old infants? We hypothesized that even after controlling for family SES,
characteristics of the mother-father relationship, mothers’ vocabulary, and fathers’
characteristics, fathers’ nonstandard shift work and fathers’ job flexibility would be
positively related to fathers’ vocabulary while longer fathers’ job hours would be negatively
related to fathers’ vocabulary.

Method
Participants and Design—These data come from the Family Life Project, an ongoing
longitudinal study of early child development of children living in low-income rural
communities. The Family Life Project used complex sampling procedures to recruit a
representative sample of 1,292 infants born to mothers who resided in one of six rural low-
income counties in North Carolina and Pennsylvania, oversampling for African American
families in NC, and oversampling for poverty in both regions. All counties had poverty rates
(below 200% poverty level) of around 50% for children less than 5 years of age. Typical
jobs in these areas included customer service representatives, laborers and stock personnel,
food preparers, store clerks, bus drivers, and cashiers. These types of jobs often include both
standard and nonstandard shift work.

Families in this study were recruited either in person in hospitals at the time of their child’s
birth or by phone. Phone recruitment occurred for families who resided in target counties but
delivered in non-target county hospitals. At both sites, recruitment occurred seven days per
week over the 12-month recruitment period spanning September 15, 2003 through
September 14, 2004 using a standardized script and screening protocol. Families were

Pancsofar et al. Page 5

J Appl Dev Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2014 January 01.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



visited in their homes seven times over the child’s first three years of life by project staff
who lived in the same counties as the families and who were matched on ethnicity with the
families. Respondents self-identified their own race, and at 6 months, 395 primary
caregivers identified their children as African American. African American biological
fathers resided in the homes of 164 of these families when children were 6 months of age.

Analysis Sample—In the Family Life Project, mothers were the first point of contact and
families were considered enrolled in the study with maternal consent and participation
obtained at the 2-month visit. This study is focused on families with an employed biological
father residing in the household. Biological residential fathers of the enrolled families were
invited to participate in the study at 6-month home visits, and African American fathers
participated in the study in 114 of the two-parent African American families. Fathers were
considered residential if they cohabitated in the household at least 3 nights per week. Of the
African American fathers who participated in this study, 90 were employed when their
infants were 6 months of age. Full language interaction data were available for 77 of these
families. Missing fathers’ language data were largely due to recording/sound problems and
uncooperative children. Because there were so few African American fathers in
Pennsylvania and previous research using this dataset has found associations between state
of residence and parenting interactions (Vernon-Feagans, et al., 2008), the decision was
made to analyze data for only the African American fathers residing in North Carolina (n =
71).

On many family measures, such as number of children, hours per week in child care, and
mothers’ employment status, families in this analysis sample were quite similar to African
American families in the larger study, including single mother families and two-parent
African-American families in which fathers chose not to participate in the study. In African
American families with unemployed fathers, children were in childcare for fewer hours per
week on average than were children in families with employed fathers. Families included in
this study were also better off financially than were single parent families. Two-parent
African American families in the larger study, including those with participating and
nonparticipating fathers, had, on average, income-to needs ratios between 1.0 and 2.0,
falling within the range of low-income families or “working poor.” However, single mother
African American families, on average, had income-to-needs ratios that fell below the
poverty line of 1.0.

Procedure
Data presented here were collected during 2 ½ hour home visits, when children were 6
months of age. Two separate visits were conducted within 2 weeks of each other. Home
visits were conducted by 2 home visitors who simultaneously collected a variety of data
from the families, including interviews, questionnaires, and secondary caregiver-child
interactions. All interviews and questionnaires in this study were computerized. Thus,
interviewers and respondents entered all interview and questionnaire responses into laptop
computers, thereby expediting the transfer of data from remote data collection sites to a
centrally located data processing center. All caregivers completed the KFAST literacy
screener (Kaufman & Kaufman, 1994). Parents reading at an 8th grade reading level (or
beyond) were given the opportunity to complete questionnaires on their own, whereas those
who read below an 8th grade reading level had questionnaires read to them.

The specific task from which parent vocabulary was obtained was a picture book task in the
home during 6-month visits. Book interactions occurred separately for mothers and fathers.
Parents were asked to sit in a comfortable chair or couch with the child and were given the
book. Home visitors provided the following instructions to parents: “This is a wordless
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picture book activity for you and [infant’s name]. Please ‘go through’ the book with your
child as you normally would. So we can hear what you are saying try not to whisper if
possible. When you and [infant’s name] are through, just let me know.” The book Baby
Faces (DK Publishing, 1998) was used for this task. The book was modified so that it
contained no words. This wordless picture book contained a picture of a baby face on each
page, with each baby showing a different emotion. Parents were given time to go through
the book and familiarize themselves with the pictures before beginning the activity. The
picture book activity commenced when the parent was given the book and the instructions
for the task had ended. The activity ended when the parent signaled to the coder that the
activity was completed. The home visitors were told to end the session after 10 minutes if
the parent had not signaled he had finished before that point. Fathers wore high quality
wireless microphones. All sessions were recorded with a DVD camera to be used for
transcription.

Measures
Socio-economic status

Demographic data on the families were initially collected at the time of the child’s birth and
updated at each home interview if information had changed. At each home interview,
detailed information was gathered on household composition, including all people who
presently lived in the home, household income, as well as other information on years of
education, jobs, and race/ethnicity of household members. The variables fathers’ education
and mothers’ education in years was derived from these interview data. The Family Life
Project adopted the approach taken by Hanson, McLanahan, and Thomson (1997) of basing
household income on anyone who resides in the household, not simply those people related
by blood, marriage, or adoption. People were considered to be co-residents if they spend
three or more nights per week in the child’s household. At each visit, the mother completed
a household grid that contained information about each person residing in the household.
Household annual income was comprised as a sum of the mothers’ reported annual income,
the fathers’ reported annual income, annualized contributions of all of the other people
included in the household grid, and all other sources of income, including unemployment
insurance, worker’s compensation, social security retirement, other pension, cash income
from welfare, child support, interest/dividend income, rental income, alimony, regular help
from relatives, and regular help from friends. This annual household total income figure was
then divided by the federal poverty threshold for a family of that particular size and
composition (thresholds vary based on number of adults and children) to create the income-
to-needs ratio. For this study, family income-to-needs ratio was calculated using the family
income information collected at home visits and the 2004 poverty threshold values.

Mother-father relationship variables
Measures of the mother-father relationship included marital status and marital instability.
Marital status was derived from 6-month interviews (1 = married, 0 = unmarried).
Relationship instability was measured using the Marital Instability Scale, a 5-items subscale
taken from the 13-item Dimension of Marital Quality Scale (Johnson, White, Edwards, &
Booth, 1986). The marital instability scale is used to assess perceptions of relationship
instability as well as behaviors such as discussing divorce or breakup. Fathers rated the
frequency of markers of relationship instability on a 6-point Likert Scale (1 = “Never,” 6 =
“Yes, within the past 3 months”). A mean score was constructed such that higher scores
reflect greater marital instability. The Cronbach’s alpha for the marital instability scale in
this study was 0.70.
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Fathers’ characteristics
Fathers’ overload was measured at 6-month visits, using the Role Overload Scale, adapted
from Reilly (1982). Fathers rated their agreement on a 5-point Likert Scale (1 = “Strongly
agree,” 5 = “Strongly disagree”) on 6 items. Items measured the respondent’s sense that
there was too much to do and not enough time to do it in. Items included “Sometimes I feel
as if there are not enough hours in the day” and “There are too many demands on my time.”
Items were reverse scored and a mean score was constructed such that higher scores reflect
greater role overload. The Cronbach’s alpha for this measure in this study was 0.86.

Fathers’ depression was measured at 6-month visits, using the Brief Symptoms Index 18
(BSI-18: Derogatis, 2000). The BSI-18 contains eighteen items that are divided evenly
across three dimensions: somatization, depression, and anxiety. For this study, only the
measure of fathers’ depression was used. This scale include 7 items for which responded to
how much certain problems had distressed or bothered them during them during the past 7
days, rating items along a 5-point Likert scale (0 = “Not at all,” 4 = “Extremely”). Problems
included feeling lonely, feeling no interest in things, and feeling hopeless about the future. A
total depression score was computed by summing scores for on these items. The Cronbach’s
alpha for fathers’ depression in this study was 0.84.

Fathers’ work characteristics
At 6-month visits, fathers were asked to complete a jobs grid, in which they provided
information about their work hours, environment, and conditions. The variable, total job
hours, refers to the total hours the father worked per week. Fathers reported what hours they
usually work for their primary job. The variable, nonstandard shift work, was created as a
binary variable in which 1 = nonstandard shift work (including fixed evening shift, fixed
night shift, rotating shift, irregular or other) and 0 = fixed day shift. Fathers were also asked
to answer questions regarding their job flexibility. This 4-item measure was constructed
from a collection of questions related to job satisfaction and quality administered to
individuals in the 1997 National Study of the Changing Workforce (Bond, Galinsky, &
Swanberg, 1998). Fathers rated their job flexibility on a 4-point Likert Scale (1 = “Strongly
agree,” 4 = “Strongly disagree”). Items included statements, such as “There is an unwritten
rule at my place of employment that you can’t take care of family needs on company time.”
Fathers’ job flexibility is the mean of all 4 items. Higher scores reflected greater job
flexibility. The Cronbach’s alpha for job flexibility scale in this study was 0.71.

Parent vocabulary
The software, Systematic Analysis of Language Transcripts (SALT: Miller & Chapman,
1985) was used to transcribe all of the DVDs of the picture book activities. Highly trained
research assistants transcribed the language directed to the child during the session.
Transcribers underwent an extensive training process conducted by a senior graduate student
and staff. SALT conventions and definitions were developed through weekly group
meetings that resulted in a detailed training manual. The training process for transcribers
included transcribing 20 transcripts that were then reviewed by a senior graduate student,
who watched the DVDs while following the transcript to assure accuracy in transcription
conventions. As an ongoing check, this review process continued regularly with all
transcribers periodically transcribing the same DVDs and discussing them at weekly
research group meetings to ensure consistency in transcription.

Measures of fathers’ vocabulary and mothers’ vocabulary were derived from the transcripts
of father-child and mother-child book interactions when children were 6 months old. The
variable, fathers’ number of different word roots, was calculated using SALT software. This
was determined on the basis of unique free morphemes. Omitted and unintelligible words
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were not included. Variations in the words were not counted as separate root words. For
instance, talk and talked would be considered the same root word. These variables measured
the number of different words used by parents during their interactions with their infants,
and indicates the overall lexical diversity during the picture book activity.

Results
Preliminary Analyses

Descriptive statistics were run on each variable, and data were analyzed for outliers and
influential cases. Zero-order correlations and means for the variables used in these analyses
are presented in Tables 1 and 2. A review of these correlations as well as variance inflation
factors demonstrated that there were no issues of multicollinearity in the data.

In order to test our hypotheses and gain a better sense of the unique associations between
fathers’ work characteristics and the vocabulary fathers used with their infants, we
conducted a hierarchical linear regression analysis. Family demographic factors, including
fathers’ education, mothers’ education, family income-to-needs ratio, parent marital status
and mother-father relationship instability, were entered in the first step of the regression to
control for the potential influence of these variables on fathers’ language use with their
children. The second step consisted of mothers’ vocabulary. The third step consisted of
fathers’ characteristics of depression and overload. A final step entered paternal work
variables, including job hours, job shift, and job flexibility, to the model.

Hierarchical Regression Analysis Predicting Fathers’ Vocabulary
Table 3 presents the results of the hierarchical regression analysis predicting fathers’
vocabulary to their 6-month old infants. Demographic factors were entered in Step 1. Only
fathers’ education was significantly associated with fathers’ vocabulary, with more highly
educated fathers using a more diverse vocabulary in interactions with their infants (β = .35,
p = .02). Mothers’ vocabulary was entered in Step 2 and fathers’ characteristics were entered
in Step 3. These variables did not significantly contribute to the model. The addition of
fathers’ work variables in Step 4 significantly contributed to the model, accounting for an
additional 11% of the variance in fathers’ vocabulary (ΔR2F = 3.89, p = 0.01). Fathers’
nonstandard shift work and job flexibility were significantly associated with fathers’
vocabulary. Fathers who worked nonstandard shifts used a more diverse vocabulary in
interactions with their infants (β = .27, p = .02). Further, fathers who reported higher levels
of job flexibility used a more diverse vocabulary (β = .27, p = .03). The model including all
variables, accounted for 25% of the variance in father vocabulary (F = 3.10, p = 0.002).

Discussion
This study suggests that within African American families in low-income rural
communities, work characteristics may be meaningful in understanding certain aspects of
fathers’ language input, such as vocabulary. This study found that African American fathers
who worked nonstandard shifts during their child’s infancy used a more diverse vocabulary
in interactions with their child. In addition, fathers who reported higher job flexibility also
used a more diverse vocabulary with their infants. These significant associations were found
even after controlling for measures of family socioeconomic status, the mother-father
relationship, maternal vocabulary and individual fathers’ characteristics.

For African American fathers in this study, working nonstandard shifts during a child’s
infancy appears to have been supportive of high-quality father-child language interactions.
Much of the previous research on nonstandard shift work and parenting has been done with
mothers, and these findings have often suggested that maternal nonstandard shift work was
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associated with strained family relationships and less optimal parenting interactions and
child developmental outcomes (Daniel et al., 2009; Han, 2005; Joshi & Bogen, 2007).
However, like previous work on fathers, the findings of this study suggest that nonstandard
shift work may be associated with more positive father-child interactions (Mills & Taht,
2010; Perry-Jenkins et al., 2007; Wight et al., 2008). It is possible that mothers and fathers
experience parenting demands during infancy differently and that for fathers, nonstandard
shift work may actually be associated with greater caregiving responsibility and greater
paternal engagement, at least during the early childhood years (Brayfield, 1995).
Nonstandard shift work may support high-quality father-child language interactions early in
the parenthood experience.

It was also found that greater job flexibility was also associated with more diverse fathers’
vocabulary. While there has been little previous research on the association between job
flexibility and fathering, job flexibility may allow fathers a greater measure of control in
response to the unpredictable demands of infant care (Barnett, 1994; Hill et al., 2001). For
example, job flexibility may allow parents to attend to their children’s development needs
while maintaining employment (McLoyd & Enchautegui-de-Jesus, 2005). However, as
McLoyd and Enchautegui-de-Jesus note, African American parents are less likely than
Caucasian parents to have flexible work conditions and other family-friendly benefits. Job
flexibility may be particularly meaningful in supporting high-quality parenting interactions
for African American fathers experiencing more dire financial constraints, as research
indicates that low-income families often experience a greater frequency and intensity of
stressful life events and parenting hassles (Evans, 2004).

In this study, fathers’ job hours were not uniquely associated with their language in
interactions with their infants at 6 months. While it has been hypothesized in previous
research that job hours may restrict fathers’ time with their children and negatively impact
the quality of parenting interactions, other studies of low-income and ethnically diverse
samples of fathers have also found no effects of work hours on the quality of parent-child
interactions (Goodman, et al., 2008). These findings suggest that the associations between
fathers’ employment and job hours may be complex in low-income communities where
employment can be scarce and unstable. In these communities, it may be the conditions
associated with employment, rather than the overall hours, that are meaningful for
understanding fathering interactions with young children.

This study controlled for a host of family factors and individual fathers’ characteristics.
While associations between control variables and fathers’ vocabulary were largely
nonsignificant, there was a significant positive association between fathers’ education and
fathers’ vocabulary. In this study, fathers with more education used a more diverse
vocabulary with their children. This finding is consistent with research on maternal
education and maternal language input (Hammer & Weiss, 1999; Hart & Risley, 1995; Hoff,
2006; Hoff et al., 2002; Hoff-Ginsberg, 1998) as well as an expanding area of research that
has focused on fathers’ education and father-child interactions/stimulation (Ahmeduzzaman
& Roopnarine, 1992; Cabrera et al., 2011; Coley & Chase-Lansdale, 1999; Duursma et al.,
2008; Gavin et al., 2002). Moreover, our finding on the positive association between fathers’
education and vocabulary lends empirical support to the argument that the amount and
quality of education may be particularly salient in the lives of African American fathers and
their children (Ahmeduzzaman & Roopnarine, 1992; Coley & Chase-Lansdale, 1999). High
school drop-out rates remain higher among African American youth than Caucasian youth
(Kaufman, Alt, & Chapman, 2001), and African American men have lower rates of
participation in postsecondary education than do Caucasian men, Caucasian women and
African American women (Hudson, Aquilino, & Kienzi, 2005). Programmatic efforts and
policies that facilitate African American men and fathers obtaining higher levels of
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education or job skills training may positively impact the quality of father-child language
interactions.

The results of this study should be interpreted with an awareness of the limitations of this
sample. This study was concerned with the language input of biological resident fathers who
were likely to be regularly interacting with their young infants. Previous research has
identified the language use of biological resident fathers during early childhood to be
significantly associated with children’s subsequent language development, across fathers’
ethnicity and family SES (Pancsofar & Vernon-Feagans, 2006; Pancsofar, et al., 2010).
However, a focus on biological resident fathers narrowed the scope of this study and has
perhaps limited the generalizability of these findings. Future studies should consider the role
of fathers’ work in fathers’ language use among nonresident fathers, as well as father figures
and social fathers, who may also play an important role in the development of young
African American children (Coley, 2001). This study considered associations between
fathers’ work variables and language use at a single time point during infancy. Future work
is needed to better understand the trajectories of these associations over time, and to
consider other factors such as stability and change in fathers’ work as they relate to father-
child language interactions. Further, future research should also look at possible inter-
dependencies in the work situations of mothers and fathers as they relate to characteristics of
parent language input.

Lastly, in interpreting these findings on fathers’ language input, it is important to note the
context in which fathers’ vocabulary was measured in this study. Because the young
children in this study were nonverbal, measures of fathers’ vocabulary were largely free
from the confounding role of child language. However, it is unclear how fathers’ talk to their
children might change as their children age. Associations between characteristics of fathers’
work and fathers’ vocabulary need to be explored more closely across children’s early
childhood years. Further, fathers’ language in this study was measured in the context of a
picture book activity. While joint picture book activities are an important context for the
study of parent language, this context may differ from other important contexts of father-
child daily interaction, such as during play activities. Future work in this area is needed to
better understand the linguistic characteristics of father-child interactions across multiple
parenting contexts.

This study has implications for professional practice and future research by highlighting
important links between fathers’ language input and broader nonfamilial contexts. Perhaps
because so much is known about mother-child interactions, family support programs and
interventions have historically focused their efforts on mothers (Brooks-Gunn, Berlin, &
Fuligni, 2000; Turbiville & Marquis, 2001), however, in recent years, there have been
increased efforts to understand fathers’ participation in such programs (Elder, Valcante,
Yarandi, White, & Elder, 2005; Roggman, Boyce, Cookie, & Cook, 2002). Fathers are key
figures in the ecology of children and practitioners need to give specific attention to
supporting high quality father-child language interactions. Practitioners should be aware of
the ways that father-child interactions may be influenced by broader contexts, such as
fathers’ education and work. For example, professionals working with fathers of young
children should be aware of father job characteristics, including job shift and flexibility.
Early intervention efforts aimed at supporting children’s early language development may
benefit from including educational support and employment counseling for fathers. Future
research is needed in this area to more fully address the utility of addressing fathers’
education and work within the scope of family support programs and therapies, as well as
early intervention services.
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The results of this study may also provide guidance for policy initiatives aimed at supporting
fathering in low-income rural communities. African American men have the lowest labor
force participation rates compared to men from other racial groups in the United States
(McLoyd & Enchautegui-de-Jesus, 2005), and when they are employed, their work
conditions tend to be less than optimal, with African Americans less likely to have flexible
work schedules and family-friendly job benefits than Caucasians (McLoyd & Enchautegui-
de-Jesus, 2005). Policy efforts should focus not on only increasing employment
opportunities for African American men in low-income rural communities, but also on
supporting opportunities for jobs that are flexible and family-friendly. Optimizing these key
work characteristics for African American fathers, particularly during the early childhood
period, may be important in supporting rich language learning contexts for their young
children through high quality father-child language interactions.
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Table 1

Descriptive statistics: Background characteristics, father characteristics, work experiences and vocabulary at 6
months (n = 71)

Mean sd

SES

 Mother education in years 12.68 1.55

 Father education in years 12.15 1.43

 Family income-to-needs ratio 1.89 0.99

Mother-father relationship

 Marital status (married = 1) 0.70 0.46

 Relationship instability 1.89 1.01

Mother vocabulary diversity 66.17 29.83

Father characteristics

 Depression 46.35 6.97

 Role overload 2.92 1.06

Father work experiences

 Hours 44.62 12.24

 Shift
a
 (Nonstandard = 1)

0.31 0.47

 Flexibility 2.69 0.74

Father vocabulary diversity 60.79 31.41

a
for fathers working nonstandard shift work, n = 22.
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Table 3

Summary of the hierarchical linear regression analysis predicting father vocabulary (n = 71)

Independent variable B SEB

Step 1: Demographic controls

 Mother education in years −0.10 2.76

 Father education in years 7.79* 3.28

 Family income-to-needs ratio 0.05 3.78

 Marital status 11.00 8.19

 Relationship instability −5.61 3.63

 R2 = .14, F(5, 65) = 3.21*

Step 2: Mother language input

 Mother vocabulary 0.24 0.14

 ΔR2 = .02, F change (1, 64) = 3.06

Step 3: Father characteristics

 Father depression 0.29 0.55

 Father overload −2.19 3.54

 ΔR2 = −.02, F change (2, 62) = 0.26

Step 4: Father work conditions

 Work hours 0.08 0.32

 Nonstandard shift work
 (nonstandard hours = 1)

18.39* 7.46

 Job flexibility 11.34* 5.09

 ΔR2 = .11, F change (3, 59) = 3.89*

*
p < .05.

**
p < .01.

***
p < .001.

****
p < .0001.
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