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Abstract
Knowledge of childrearing and child development is relevant to parenting and the well-being of
children. In a sociodemographically heterogeneous sample of 268 European American mothers of
2-year-olds, we assessed the state of mothers’ parenting knowledge, compared parenting
knowledge in groups of mothers who varied in terms of parenthood and social status, and
identified principal sources of mothers’ parenting knowledge in terms of social factors, parenting
supports, and formal classes. On the whole, European American mothers demonstrated a fair but
less than complete basic parenting knowledge, and mothers’ age, education, and rated helpfulness
of written materials each uniquely contributed to their knowledge. Adult mothers scored higher
than adolescent mothers, and mothers improved in their knowledge of parenting from their first to
their second child (and were stable across time). No differences were found between mothers of
girls and boys, mothers who varied in employment status, or between birth and adoptive mothers.
The implications of variation in parenting knowledge and its sources for parenting education and
clinical interactions with parents are discussed.

Trust yourself. … You know more than you think you do.

Benjamin Spock, Baby and Child Care (1946, p. 3)

A major focus of contemporary parenting studies is cognitions, broadly construed to include
parents’ values, goals, beliefs, and attitudes as well as actual parenting knowledge of
childrearing and child development. Whereas values, goals, beliefs, attitudes, and other like
cognitions may or may not be factual, in addition to its social construction, parenting
knowledge is thought to draw on the science base and to be valid and reliable by members of
the clinical and research communities. The present study concerns itself with what European
American mothers of young children in different walks of life know substantively about
childrearing and child development, the varying levels of parenting knowledge among
mothers of different parenthood and social statuses, and which factors relate to variation in
parenting knowledge.

Parenting Knowledge and its Significance1

Parenting knowledge of childrearing and child development encompasses many domains:
parents’ cognitions about various approaches appropriate to fulfilling the biological and
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physical as well as socioemotional and cognitive needs of children as they develop; parents’
understanding of normative child development, that is both developmental processes and the
abilities and accomplishments of children as they grow; and parents’ awareness of practices
and strategies for maintaining and promoting children’s health and coping effectively with
children’s illness (Bornstein, 2006; Goodnow & Collins, 1990; MacPhee, 1981). In turn,
parenting knowledge about such topics as proper parenting, norms and milestones, and
health and safety are believed to shape parents’ other cognitions and their practices, to
influence child development, and to portend consequences for children’s health and well-
being.

First, insights into the patterns and processes of childrearing and child development are
thought to shape parenting. For example, parenting knowledge is associated with enhanced
parental self-perceptions of competence, satisfaction, and investment in parenting
(Bornstein, Hendricks, et al., 2003). The relation between parental self-efficacy and
parenting competence is also moderated by parenting knowledge: Parental self-efficacy and
parenting competence are positively associated when parenting knowledge is high; by
contrast, self-efficacy and competence are inversely associated when knowledge is low
(Hess, Teti, & Hussey-Gardner, 2004). Parenting knowledge has also been implicated in
parents’ more accurate interpretations of their children’s behaviors (Bugental & Happaney,
2002). In these senses, parenting knowledge may underpin parents’ global cognitive
organization for adapting to or anticipating developmental changes in their children (Stoiber
& Houghton, 1993).

Beyond cognitions, parenting knowledge may inform parenting practices. It has been argued
that acting appropriately as a parent depends, in part at least, on knowledge of principles
related to child development (Donahue, Pearl, & Herzog, 1997). Mothers who know more
about child development report more positive interactions with and give more positive
descriptions of their children (Chamberlin, Szumowski, & Zastowny, 1979; Grusec &
Goodnow, 1994), and they score higher in parenting skills, even controlling for income and
education (Booth, Mitchell, Barnard, & Spieker, 1989; Conrad, Gross, Fogg, & Ruchala,
1992; Reis, Barbera-Stein, & Bennett, 1986; Stevens, 1984). Concretely, variation in
maternal knowledge about child play relates to mothers’ style of play with their children
(Damast, Tamis-LeMonda, & Bornstein, 1996; Tamis-LeMonda, Damast, & Bornstein,
1994; see also Gross, Conrad, Fogg, Willis, & Garvey, 1993) and to children’s positive
development (Benasich & Brooks-Gunn, 1996; Goodnow, 1988; Miller, 1988; Sigel, 1992);
knowledge of developmental milestones also relates to when parents introduce new
experiences, such as telling stories or reading to their child (Frankel & Roer-Bornstein,
1982; Hess, Kashiwagi, Azuma, Price, & Dickson, 1980; Ninio, 1979).

Because parents are the main caregivers of young children, the extent and quality of their
parenting knowledge is often considered vital to improving children’s development and
health. Mothers’ parenting knowledge is related to their children’s performance on the
Bayley Scales of Infant Development (Dichtelmiller et al., 1992), and mothers with greater
parenting knowledge have children who display fewer behavior problems (Benasich &
Brooks-Gunn, 1996; Huang, Caughy, Genevro, & Miller, 2005; McGillicuddy-DeLisi,
1982a, 1982b; Stevens, 1984); reciprocally, parents’ inaccurate beliefs and misconceptions
are thought to undermine child development (T. Miller, 1989; Miller, Manhal, & Mee, 1991;
Stoiber, 1992). Better informed parents might recognize earlier and more effectively address
developmental problems, which is important because early intervention is key to preventing
long-term adverse outcomes in children. Moreover, parenting knowledge is thought to guide
parents’ decisions about how to maintain child health, how to prevent illness, when to seek
health care for children, and how to use medical services effectively (Hickson & Clayton,
2002; Melamed, 2002). Finally, parenting knowledge is relevant to clinical practice with
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children (Bornstein & Cote, 2004; Pachter & Dworkin, 1997). The Institute of Medicine
(1994) formally recognized the importance of children’s primary care physicians
“developing a sustained partnership with patients and practicing in the context of family and
community” (emphasis in original). During child health visits, clinicians ask about and must
interpret parents’ (typically mothers’) observations, expectations, concerns, and opinions
about children’s health and development. Accurate and complete developmental anamnesis
and surveillance thus depend in large measure on parents’ knowledge base. Parents have the
most experience with their child, are believed to know their child best, and are routinely the
clinician’s primary source of outside information about the child.

Two Questions about Parenting Knowledge
These global considerations about the significance of parenting knowledge to parenting
cognitions and practices, children’s development and well-being, as well as clinical decision
making and health gave rise to the two general questions that motivated this research. Past
small- and large-scale surveys have pointed descriptively to substantial variation in
parenting knowledge (e.g., Civitas Initiative, Zero to Three, & Brio Corporation, 2000;
Clarke-Stewart, 1978, 1998; Oldershaw, 2002; Young, 1991). However, empirical studies of
parenting knowledge have largely concentrated on non-normative risk samples (e.g.,
mothers of low birth weight and preterm infants), and most studies have been limited to
knowledge of developmental milestones or parents’ perceptions of relations between
caregiving practices and developmental outcomes (Parks & Smeriglio, 1983; Sistler &
Gottfried, 1990; Smeriglio & Parks, 1983; Stevens, 1984). We attempted to extend this
tradition by exploring parenting knowledge in a wide variety of mothers in different walks
of life. Our first question asked, How does parenting knowledge vary with family
sociodemographic characteristics, specifically gender of the child and maternal age,
education, socioeconomic and employment status, parity, and birth versus adoptive status as
a parent? For this study, we recruited and tested a large sociodemographically heterogeneous
sample of mothers in the United States to discern how these prominent characteristics relate
to parenting knowledge. Here we review briefly relevant literature on how parenting
knowledge varies with each characteristic.

Is there reason to believe that rearing a child of one or the other gender is regularly
associated with parenting knowledge? Little is known about whether mothers of girls know
more or less about childrearing and child development than mothers of boys, but there is
evidence that child gender systematically moderates other parenting cognitions and decision
making. For example, Mondschein, Adolph, and Tamis-LeMonda (2000) found that mothers
of 11-month-old male infants tended to overestimate how well their babies would crawl
down a sloped pathway, whereas mothers of 11-month-old female infants tended to
underestimate how well their babies would do (when subsequent objective tests of crawling
ability on the slope revealed no gender differences in infant crawling). Similarly, girls with
language delays are 60% more likely to be referred for audiological assessment than boys
with the same diagnosis (Sices, Feudtner, McLaughlin, Drotar, & Williams, 2004). Findings
like these suggest that it is compelling and important to separate empirical and scientific
knowledge about childrearing and child development from social constructions.

How does maternal age relate to parenting knowledge? Teenage motherhood is epidemic in
the United States (Martin et al., 2009; Singh & Darroch, 2000; see also Williams &
Decouflé, 1999) as approximately 34% of all girls become pregnant by the end of their 19th
year (National Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy, 2004). At the same time increasing
numbers of adult women are delaying conception (Martin et al., 2009; Mirowsky, 2002;
Paulsen & Sachs, 1998). These twin demographics expand the age range for pregnancy and
birth and raise questions about what associations might obtain between mothers’ age and
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their parenting knowledge. To date, individual studies have suggested that adult mothers
possess more parenting knowledge than adolescent mothers (Benasich & Brooks-Gunn,
1996; de Lissovoy, 1973; Dichtelmiller et al., 1992; Field, Widmayer, Stringer, & Ignatoff,
1980; Hammond-Ratzlaff & Fulton, 2001; Karraker & Evans, 1996; McGillicuddy-DeLisi,
1982a, 1982b; Roosa & Vaughn, 1984; Ruchala & James, 1997; Stevens, 1984) as have
most reviews (e.g., Brooks-Gunn & Furstenberg, 1986; Moore & Brooks-Gunn, 2002;
Whitman, Borkowski, Schellenbach, & Nath, 1987). However, other studies have failed to
uncover systematic relations between parenting knowledge and age amongst adult mothers
(Conrad et al., 1992; Schilmoeller & Baranowski, 1985). Is the critical difference between
teens and adults? Unfortunately, many adolescent- vs. adult-mother group comparisons
confound socioeconomic status as well as ethnicity, focus on low-income inner-city
minority women, and treat age dichotomously (e.g., Bavolek, 1989; Parks & Smeriglio,
1983; Stern & Alvarez, 1992; Tamis-LeMonda, Shannon, & Spellman, 2002). In the present
design and analyses, we disentangle socioeconomic status and ethnicity from age by
controlling SES and focusing on parenting knowledge in a single (European American)
ethnic group (practicably significant, too, because European Americans are also numerically
and proportionately the most populous group of adolescent mothers; Martin et al., 2009).
We address the age question in two ways: comparing adolescent and adult mothers residing
in the same ecological geographic context and correlating age as a continuous variable with
parenting knowledge in a larger sociodemographically heterogeneous sample.

The “knowledge gap hypothesis” proposes that, as information flows into a social system,
higher-SES groups are more likely to acquire it at a faster rate than lower-SES groups
(Tichenor, Donohue, & Olien, 1970). SES is generally influential in parenting: SES orders
the home environment and other practices of parents such as the likelihood that parents read
books on childcare and serve their children healthy food (Bornstein & Bradley, 2003; Hoff,
Laursen, & Tardif, 2002). Parents in higher socioeconomic strata change more flexibly and
more rapidly in response to changes in developmental theory than do parents in lower
socioeconomic strata (Alwin, 1990; Bronfenbrenner, 1958). Parental knowledge of
childrearing and child development has been found to moderate the relation between SES
and parent behavior (Rowe, 2008), and low SES is associated with lower levels of maternal
knowledge (Benasich & Brooks-Gunn, 1996; Conrad et al., 1992; Stevens, 1984). Education
is an integral component of SES (Bornstein & Bradley, 2003), and educational achievement
is related to parenting knowledge (Conrad et al., 1992; McGillicuddy-DeLisi, 1982a, 1982b;
Reich, 2005; Richman, Miller, & LeVine, 1992). When mothers of preschool-age children
were asked to estimate the ages at which their child would acquire a variety of perceptual-
motor, cognitive, and psychosocial skills (Williams, Williams, Lopez, & Tayko, 2000),
mothers with higher educational attainment voiced earlier expectations. Accurate
information about infant development correlates with amounts of formal experience with
young children: MacPhee (1981) reported that parenting knowledge relates to degree of
practical and professional experience. In short, parents higher in SES and those with more
education may possess more knowledge of childrearing and child development (Gross et al.,
1993; Palacios, 1990; Parks & Smeriglio, 1986).

We could find no research that compares parenting knowledge per se in mothers who are
employed full-time outside the home with full-time homemakers. However, more mothers
participate in the labor force than ever before, relations between employment status and
parenting are of increasing moment, and studies comparing parenting principles and
practices relative to employment status point to mixed results that invite additional research
(e.g., Gottfried, Gottfried, & Bathurst, 2002; Waldfogel, 2006).

Extant investigations comparing primiparous and multiparous parents suggest (surprisingly)
that neither parity (number of children) nor birth order (position of child) is strictly
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associated with parenting knowledge (Conrad et al., 1992; Dichtelmiller et al., 1992;
MacPhee, 1981, 1983; McGillicuddy-DeLisi, 1982a, 1982b), even though firstborns are
reared by presumably less experienced parents who may be less at ease in their new role and
laterborns are reared by parents who are more experienced and, presumably, more
competent (Kreppner, 1992). Other aspects of primiparous and multiparous parenting differ.
For example, parents with one child tend to underestimate the age at which children begin to
speak a complete sentence or sleep through the night (Waddell & Ball, 1980); parents with
two children reportedly have higher achievement expectations for their firstborns in
comparison to their laterborns (Kammeyer, 1967). Unfortunately, studies of parenting first-
versus laterborns are often plagued by methodological shortcomings (Michalski &
Shackelford, 2001; Price & Hare, 1969): Not only is the ordinal position of laterborns often
heterogeneous or not specified, but most studies compare firstborns and laterborns from
different families. For these reasons, we utilized a rarer but more refined within-family
design asking about parenting knowledge in the same mothers of two children born into the
same family, and we limited our comparison to first- versus secondborns.

No studies comparing the parenting knowledge of parents who give birth versus those who
adopt have been reported to date. A few studies that have compared other aspects of
parenting and child development in these groups suggest that, if any differences exist in the
early years, they may be small: For example, microanalysis of interactions shows that birth
and adoptive mothers behave similarly with their young infants (Suwalsky, Hendricks, &
Bornstein, 2008a, 2008b), and attachment relationships of adoptive mothers with their
children appear not to differ from those of birth mothers with their children (Juffer &
Rosenboom, 1997). Nonetheless, some nonbiological mothers are thought to struggle in
identifying with the maternal role, which birth mothers may embrace more readily (Gabb,
2005). Here, we asked whether biological connection to a young child moderates mothers’
parenting knowledge.

Our second question asked, What are the primary sources of parenting knowledge? This
study investigated maternal parenting knowledge in U.S. groups varying in
sociodemographic status as well as the selective contributions of various sources of support
to maternal parenting knowledge. Research has identified multiple antecedents of parenting
knowledge (Goodnow & Collins 1990; MacPhee, 1981). Parenting information and advice
vary in types of sources, frequency of use, reasons for use, and perceived benefit, and
mothers commonly rely on their own experiences as well as lay and professional resources
for information (Civitas Initiative et al., 2000; McKim, 1987; Vukelich & Kliman, 1985;
Wolf, 1998).

By contrast with formal, objective sources -- books and classes about childrearing and child
development -- informal or subjective experiences with children (through, e.g., babysitting)
have been found to correlate not at all or negatively with parenting knowledge (Frankel &
Roer-Bornstein, 1982; MacPhee, 1981). Cochran’s (1990; Cochran & Niego, 2002) model
of parenting and personal social networks suggests that parents generally rely on familiar
and proximal sources for parenting information, turning initially to family and friends
(Belsky, Youngblade, & Penskey, 1989; Sparling & Lowman, 1983). For example, in the
Civitas Initiative et al. (2000) national survey 70% of mothers of children under 3 reported
that they relied on their spouse and 66% on their mothers. Mothers’ parenting knowledge
relates to their own mother’s knowledge, even when contact between the two is minimal
(Sistler & Gottfried, 1990). New parents less frequently mention childcare advice from in-
laws (Belsky & Kelly, 1994; Civitas Initiative et al., 2000).

When faced with a need for special information, parents supplement advice from their
personal social networks with additional sources, such as a written materials, education
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programs, or professionals (Geboy, 1981). Clarke-Stewart (1978, 1998) reported that books
and magazines were popular sources of information about general child development, but
their most frequent users were first-time and middle-class parents (Deutsch, Ruble, Fleming,
Brooks-Gunn, & Stangor, 1988); in the Civitas Initiative et al. (2000) survey, only 34% of
mothers reported relying frequently on books and 15-22% on the news and magazines.
Mothers with greater amounts of formal education normally express a preference for
education materials (Vukelich & Kliman, 1985). Newsletters have proved effective in
improving parenting among mothers who are younger, less experienced, have less
education, and are more socially isolated (Riley, Salisbury, Walker, & Steinberg, 1996).
Parenting books have long had mass appeal (Spock, 1946), and in contemporary times
parents have turned to other related media sources, such as CDs, TV, and the WWW (Wolf,
1998). Friends and neighbors are another common source of information cited by parents
(Clarke-Stewart, 1978; Ninio, 1979), including 23% of mothers in the Civitas Initiative et al.
(2000) survey. In a comparative evaluation of 10 sources of information, mothers reported
an average of 4 very useful sources, with the baby’s grandparent the most used informal
source and newsletters the most used professional source (Walker, 2007).

Formal education programs offer yet another way for parents to improve their parenting
knowledge. Although health care professionals are less immediately accessible, they
constitute an important reserve for all ages and social classes of parent and are the most
often consulted about emergent or specific medical problems (Hickson & Clayton, 2002;
Hulbert, 2003). In the Civitas Initiative et al. (2000) survey, 54% of mothers reported that
they relied frequently on their child’s doctor/pediatrician, 25% on nurses, and 20% on
childcare providers for information and advice. At the same time, parents report that many
anticipatory guidance topics are not covered in well-child visits, and that, even after such
visits, they can still use more information (Sanghavi, 2005). When parents were asked
whether they had any developmental, behavioral, or health concerns about their child, and
whether they shared those concerns with a professional, 29% of parents reported at least one
serious concern, and more than 20% had not shared that concern (Golan et al., 2008).

Overview
We assessed the state of mothers’ parenting knowledge in groups of mothers who varied in
terms of parenthood and sociodemographic status, and we identified principal sources of
mothers’ parenting knowledge in terms of sociodemographics, diverse parenting supports,
and formal classes. We addressed these questions in a large sociodemographically diverse
sample of U.S. European American mothers of 2-year-olds.

Method
Participants

Altogether, 269 European American mothers of 20-month-olds, 123 mothers of girls and
146 mothers of boys, participated (one mother’s KIDI score was more than 3 SDs away
from the mean, and so she was omitted from all analyses). Sociodemographic information
on the participating 268 mothers and their families appears in Table 1. Mothers ranged in
age from 15.13 to 47.26 years. Twenty-three mothers had not completed high school, 30 had
completed high school, 53 partial college, 84 completed college, and 79 enrolled in or
completed university graduate programs. A total of 168 mothers were employed part-time to
full-time outside of the home, and their occupational statuses ranged from menial labor to
higher executives or major professionals. Families were of low to high SES (Hollingshead,
1975; range = 14 to 66). All mothers were living with the baby’s father (whether they were
married or not). As childrearing and child development are known to vary with ethnicity and
culture (Bornstein, 1991; Garcia Coll & Pachter, 2002), we recruited an ethnically
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homogenous community sample as a first step in understanding the matrix of associations
surrounding maternal parenting knowledge before embarking on more complex studies and
analyses with ethnically diverse samples. Approximately 75% of the population of the
United States self-identifies as European American (Schmidley, 2001; Tilton-Weaver &
Kakihara, 2008; U.S. Census Bureau Population Division, 2004). By including only
European American mothers, we intentionally avoided an ethnicity confound that has
plagued the existing literature and would also cloud our findings with respect to parenting
knowledge. Children averaged 20.09 months (SD = .23, range = 19.45 to 20.93), were
healthy, term, weighed at least 2500g at birth, and firstborn (with the exception of the n = 45
within-family firstborn-secondborn comparison). Approximately equal numbers of mothers
of girls and boys participated. Mothers were recruited from the Washington, DC,
metropolitan area, including Maryland and Virginia, and from West Virginia using methods
common to developmental research with young children, including mass mailings, hospital
birth notifications, patient lists of medical groups, and newspapers.

We collected data about parenting knowledge and its sources directly from mothers.
Research on parenting attitudes and activities has historically concentrated on mothers,
acknowledging that they have traditionally (and across cultures) assumed primary -- if not
exclusive -- responsibility for early childcare; that they participate in childrearing activities
at significantly higher rates, and garner more experience and knowledge, than fathers or
other caregivers; and that, beginning prenatally, mothering is unequivocally principal for the
health and development of infants and young children (Barnard & Solchany, 2002; Geary,
2000; Leiderman, Tulkin, & Rosenfeld, 1977; Parke, 2002; Weisner & Gallimore, 1977).
Given societal dictates that it is mothers who are ultimately responsible for their very young
children’s lives and health, women have normally become more expert than men and
actively seek child-relevant information during the early stages of childrearing (Stern, 1995).
Not unexpectedly, maternal parenting is most consistently associated with developmental
and health outcomes in children (e.g., Crouter, Helms-Erickson, Updegraff, & McHale,
1999; Rothbaum & Weisz, 1994).

We studied mothers’ parenting knowledge toward the end of the child’s second year (at 20
months), first, because the instrument we used to assess parenting knowledge covered the
child’s first 2 years (so mothers would have had recent or current experience with the items
on the measure). Second, the samples almost exclusively consisted of first-time mothers, and
soon after parturition many women experience fluctuations in mood (Cooper & Murray,
1998) and marital satisfaction (Belsky, Hertzog, & Rovine, 1986; Cowan et al., 1985) as
well as stresses associated with caring for a very young infant (Copeland & Harbaugh, 2005;
Paris & Dubus, 2005). Because we wanted information from mothers who were settled in
the maternal role and whose cognitions about parenting had had time (since parturition) to
stabilize, we scheduled data collection on parenting knowledge to avoid these transient and
temporal vicissitudes.

Instruments
Parenting knowledge—The Knowledge of Infant Development Inventory (KIDI;
MacPhee, 1981; see also Miller, 1988) is a 75-item criteria-referenced questionnaire that
assesses evidence-based knowledge of parental practices, developmental processes, health
and safety guidelines, and norms and milestones relevant to children’s growth from birth to
2 years of age. Each KIDI item targets information that pediatric professionals believe all
mothers should know. Thus, the instrument measures a professional-based criterion of
knowledge, minimizing subjectivity and social construction, instead of comparing a
sample’s knowledge to that of other respondents (as a normative assessment would;
Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994). The KIDI contains 48 items that ask respondents to indicate
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whether they agree, disagree, or are unsure about a series of statements; for example, “Baby
girls are fragile and sick more often, so they need to be treated more carefully than boys.”
An additional 20 items ask parents to choose among four responses -- agree, younger, older,
or unsure -- in relation to statements about when a child should be able to achieve particular
milestones; for example: “Most infants are ready to be toilet trained by one year of age.”
The remaining 7 items are either questions or sentence completions with 5 possible answers;
for example: “Select the most appropriate game for a one-year-old: (a) stringing small
beads, (b) cutting out shapes with scissors, (c) rolling a ball back and forth with an adult, (d)
sorting things by shape and color, (e) not sure.” All items are worded to be accessible to
individuals with no more than a 6th grade education and to be free of sociocultural biases
(MacPhee, 1981). Responses were scored as 1 if the respondent agreed with the dominant
response of clinicians and developmental scientists in the standardization sample and 0 if the
respondent did not agree. We used proportion correct of total items as our primary
dependent measure.

As reported in MacPhee’s (1981) technical manual, the KIDI was standardized on four
groups: college students, mothers, doctoral level psychologists, and pediatricians. The
proportion of total items that were correct was positively and monotonically related to the
degree of practical and professional experience with children: Mean proportions correct = .
62, .72, .86, and .87, for college students, mothers, developmental psychologists, and
pediatricians, respectively (MacPhee, 1981). The split-half reliability coefficient of the KIDI
for mothers is .85; the two-week retest coefficient is r(58) = .92; and the KIDI is also highly
stable (r = .61 from 12 to 24 months; Benasich & Brooks-Gunn, 1996). Among our total
sample of mothers, α was .67.

The KIDI is arguably the most widely used measure of parenting knowledge (see, e.g.,
Conrad et al., 1992; Dichtelmiller et al., 1992; Gross et al., 1993; MacPhee, 1984; Pachter &
Dworkin, 1997; Roggman, Benson, & Boyce, 1999; Ruchala & James, 1997; Thompson,
Gustafson, Bonner, & Ware, 2002; Wacharasin, 2001). It is a principal measure used in the
Early Head Start Research and Evaluation Project conducted by the Administration for
Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
(http://www.acf.hhs.gov/), as well as the Infant Health and Development Program (Gordon,
Chase-Lansdale, & Brooks-Gunn, 2004) and Healthy Steps for Young Children
(http://www.healthysteps.org), a national 15-site pediatric-based parent program designed to
prospectively address behavioral and developmental support needs of young families in
pediatric clinical care settings (Caughy, Miller, Genevro, Huang, & Nautiyal, 2003; Guyer,
Hughart, Strobino, Jones, & Scharfstein, 2000; Johnston, Huebner, Tyll, Barlow, &
Thompson, 2004; Minkovitz et al., 2003). The KIDI has demonstrated construct validity: It
is related to other measures of mothers’ knowledge of children’s development (the Concepts
of Development Questionnaire; Benasich & Brooks-Gunn, 1996) and to children’s actual
development (e.g., Dichtelmiller et al., 1992).

Sociodemographic information—A Family Description Questionnaire (FDQ;
Bornstein et al., 1991) was used to gather maternal education and occupation and family
SES data that were used to calculate the Four-Factor Index of Social Status (Hollingshead,
1975; see Bornstein, Hahn, Suwalsky, & Haynes, 2003).

Parenting support—Mothers rated on a Parenting Support Measure (PSM; Suwalsky &
Bornstein, 1991) the helpfulness of 9 different parenting resources, including the child’s
father, books or other written materials, mother’s mother, spouse’s mother, other relatives,
pediatrician, friends or neighbors, another significant person, or an organized group.
Parenting support was measured on a Likert-type 5-point scale from 0 = Of little or no help
or not applicable to 4 = Very helpful. This information was collected when children were 5
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months of age because the demands of an infant on a new mother at home are compelling
and the mother’s early parenting support has been shown to be critical both to child
development and to parenting (Crockenberg, 1981). In addition, in the FDQ mothers were
asked about their pregnancy and childbirth experiences, including whether or not they had
taken a childbirth class (“Did you prepare for labor and delivery by attending a prepared
childbirth course (for example, LaMaze, etc.)?”) or parenting class (“Have you taken a
formal class or course dealing with parenting issues and skills?”). Mothers responded to
each of these questions by circling either yes or no.

Preliminary Data Analysis
All data were examined for univariate and influential bivariate outliers using scatter plots
and numeric statistics -- the studentized deleted residual, leverage, and Cook’s D. Initial
estimates of optimal transformations were sought by evaluating inverse fitted-value plots
and output from Box-Cox methods (Cook & Weisberg, 1999). The KIDI proportion correct
score was raised to the third power to approximate normality and reduce the number and
influence of outliers (Cook & Weisberg, 1999; Fox, 1997; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001).
Transformed variables were used in all analyses; however, untransformed values are
reported to facilitate interpretation. Not all mothers provided complete data on measures of
parenting support; in all the analyses, the maximum available n was used.

Analytic Strategy
Analyses of variance (ANOVA) and covariance (ANCOVA) were used to test group
differences. Mothers’ age and education level were screened as covariates; they were used
only if they correlated significantly (p < .05) with parenting knowledge and the effects of the
covariates were significant. For each covariate, the assumption of homogeneity of regression
slopes was checked, but the assumption was never violated. Partial eta squared (η2

p) was
used as an effect size, where η2

p ≈ .01 is interpreted as a small effect, η2
p ≈ .06 as a

medium effect, and η2
p ≈ .14 as a large effect (Cohen, 1988).

Differences in parenting knowledge were investigated in two ways relative to maternal
sociodemographic characteristics. First, mothers were compared to see whether differences
in parenting knowledge emerged based on grouping variables of child gender (mothers of
girls vs. mothers of boys), maternal age (adolescent vs. adult), employment (full-time
employed vs. part-time employed vs. homemakers), parity (primiparas vs. multiparas), and
parenthood genesis (adoptive vs. birth). Second, relations between mothers’
sociodemographic characteristics and sources of parenting supports for parenting knowledge
were analyzed. The predictive validity of mothers’ sociodemographic characteristics and
mothers’ supports to KIDI scores was then investigated in a three-step process: First, zero-
order correlations of KIDI scores with mothers’ sociodemographic characteristics and
supports were evaluated, where r ≈ .10 is interpreted as a small effect, r ≈ .25 as a medium
effect, and r ≈ .40 as a large effect (Cohen, 1988). Because mothers’ knowledge was
expected to be correlated with their age and education, and because, as expected, mothers’
age and education were highly correlated, r (266) = .68, p < .001, correlations of the KIDI
with the other sociodemographic measures and supports were evaluated using residuals of
the KIDI partialed for mothers’ age and separately for mothers’ education. Finally, if
significant relations between mothers’ sociodemographic characteristics or supports and
KIDI scores were found, their unique predictive ability was assessed using hierarchical
regression analyses.

Bornstein et al. Page 9

Dev Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2012 August 06.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



Results
Whole Sample

On average, in the total U.S. sample mothers answered .81 of the KIDI items correctly (SD
= .07, range = .52 to .95).

Parenting Knowledge by Parenting and Social Status Groups
As shown in Table 1, significant and meaningful correlations between mothers’ KIDI scores
and their age, education, and SES emerged. Mothers’ age and education (but not SES) were
therefore used as covariates for comparisons involving all participating mothers (between
mothers of girls and mothers of boys, and among mothers of varying employment status).
Mothers’ education level, rather than family SES, was used as a covariate because mothers’
education level is a weighted component of SES, and education is a better predictor of
parenting (Bornstein et al., 2003). In comparisons that involved only subgroups of mothers
(between adoptive and birth mothers, and for mothers when primiparous then multiparous),
mothers’ age and/or education were evaluated as covariates by examining their correlations
with KIDI scores in the relevant subgroup.

Mothers of girls and mothers of boys—Mothers of girls (EMM = .54, SE = .01) and
mothers of boys (EMM = .54, SE = .01) did not differ in their KIDI scores controlling for
mother age and education, F(1, 264) = .24, ns.

Adolescent and adult mothers—There were 33 adolescent mothers (M = 19.84 years,
SD = 1.49) in the original sample. A randomly selected subsample of 32 adult mothers (M =
28.63 years, SD = 4.65) who lived in the same cultural and geographic contexts as the
adolescent mothers served as the comparison group. Adult mothers (M = .82, SD = .06)
scored higher than adolescent mothers (M = .70, SD = .08) on the KIDI, F(1, 63) = 47.13, p
< .001, η2

p = .43. Mothers’ education was correlated with KIDI scores in these 65 mothers, r
(63) = .49, p < .001, but the group difference in KIDI scores held after controlling for
maternal education (adult mothers, EMM = .53, SE = .03; adolescent mothers, EMM = .37,
SE = .02), F(1, 62) = 18.43, p < .001, η2

p = .23.

Full-time and part-time employed mothers and homemakers—Of the 268
participating mothers, 87 were employed outside the home on a full-time basis (working ≥
40 hours/week, M = 42.67, SD = 6.1), 80 were employed part-time (M = 22.03, SD =
10.18), and 101 were full-time homemakers. No group differences in KIDI scores emerged
controlling for mother age and education (full-time employed mothers’ EMM = .53, SE = .
01; part-time employed mothers’ EMM = .54, SE = .01; homemakers’ EMM = .54, SE = .
01), F(2, 263) = .45, ns.

Primiparous, multiparous mothers—A subsample of 45 mothers completed the KIDI
twice, when their first child was 20 months old and again approximately 3 years later when
their second child was 20 months old. A repeated-measures ANOVA showed that mothers
scored slightly but significantly higher the second time (M = .84, SD = .06) than they did the
first time (M = .82, SD = .05), F (1, 44) = 7.67, p = .008, η2

p = .15, and so as a group
mothers improved in parenting knowledge between their first and second child. Mothers’
KIDI scores were also highly stable between their two children, r (43) = .52, p < .001, and
so individually mothers tended to maintain their rank order over time.

Adoptive and birth mothers—A subsample of 28 birth mothers was selected to compare
with the 28 adoptive mothers. Birth mothers were the closest individual matches in the
whole sample based on child gender, maternal age and education, family SES, and maternal
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hours of employment, considered in that order. A repeated-measures ANOVA showed no
difference on KIDI between adoptive (M = .83, SD = .07) and birth mothers (M = .83, SD
= .04), F (1, 27) = .01, ns.

Relations between Sociodemographic Characteristics and Parenting Knowledge
At the zero-order level, mothers’ age, education, and occupational status, and family SES
were significantly positively related to their KIDI scores (Table 1). Older mothers, mothers
with more education or higher occupational status, and mothers from higher-SES families
generally scored higher on the KIDI. In addition, mothers’ education and family SES were
positively correlated with residual KIDI scores controlling for mothers’ age: Mothers with
more education and mothers from higher-SES families scored higher on the KIDI when the
variance in KIDI scores that was associated with mothers’ age was removed. The significant
correlation between mothers’ occupational status and their KIDI scores attenuated to
nonsignificance when the variance in KIDI scores that was associated with mothers’ age was
removed. Finally, mothers’ age was positively correlated with residual KIDI scores
controlling for mothers’ education: Older mothers scored higher on the KIDI when the
variance in KIDI scores that was associated with mothers’ education was removed. The
significant correlations of KIDI score with mothers’ occupational status and family SES
attenuated to nonsignificance, however, when the variance in KIDI score that was associated
with mothers’ education was removed (see Bornstein et al., 2003).

Relations between Sources of Parenting Supports and Parenting Knowledge
Descriptive statistics for mothers’ reported sources of parenting support are shown in Table
2 ordered by prominence of the reported sources. Altogether, 89.92% (214 of the 238
mothers who answered the question) indicated having attended childbirth classes, whereas
only 28.46% (76 mothers out of the 267 who answered the question) reported having taken a
parenting class. Table 2 also presents correlations between various sources of parenting
support and mothers’ KIDI scores. At the zero-order level, written materials and having
taken childbirth classes were positively related to mothers’ accuracy on the KIDI: Mothers
who reported that written materials were helpful in their role as parent during the first half-
year of their child’s life, and mothers who took a childbirth class during pregnancy, scored
higher on the KIDI when their children were almost 2 years of age. Correlations of written
materials and attendance at childbirth classes with residual KIDI scores controlling for
mothers’ age remained significant. Only written materials were significantly correlated with
residual KIDI scores controlling for mothers’ education, however. At the zero-order level,
mothers’ reliance on her own mother, other relatives, or mother-in-law as sources for
support were negatively related to their KIDI scores. A moment’s speculation on this
counterintuitive result is in order. Perhaps mothers’ own mothers, other relatives, and
mothers-in-law provide support, but they also constitute stresses, contribute criticism, and
compete for authority in parenting, and so relate negatively to mothers’ KIDI scores. Or,
perhaps mothers rely on others for parenting knowledge because they themselves lack
knowledge either intentionally (they do not believe that women need to mother
independently and perceive advice-seeking as positive) or unintentionally (they never took
the time to learn about children’s development and age-appropriate parenting strategies).
Investigating the cause of this finding merits future research attention. No other significant
correlations emerged between any of the other sources of parenting support (including
pediatricians) and residual KIDI scores controlling for mothers’ age or education.

Predictive Ability of Mothers’ Sociodemographic Characteristics and Parenting Supports
for Parenting Knowledge

The foregoing analyses indicated significant associations of mothers’ age, education, access
to books and other written materials, and attendance at childbirth classes with their
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knowledge of child development and childrearing. The overall regression with all four
predictor variables in the model was significant, total adjusted R2 = .34, F(4, 234) = 30.22, p
< .001. To evaluate the unique predictive validity of each factor, we conducted four sets of
hierarchical regression analyses (see Table 3). In each, three of the four variables were
entered first as a block and then the fourth variable was entered alone; the fourth variable
could then predict parenting knowledge after controlling for the other three variables in the
model. Mothers’ age, education, and access to books and other written materials all uniquely
contributed to their parenting knowledge, whereas attendance at childbirth classes did not,
controlling for all other variables in the model. Given concerns expressed that parenting
knowledge may be a proxy for educational attainment, we tested a mediational model to
discern if formal experience (i.e., written materials) explained the association between
education and parenting knowledge. Results of a Sobel Test (Sobel, 1982) indicated that
both direct and indirect (mediated by written materials; z = 3.26, p = .001) effects of
maternal education on parenting knowledge were significant (Figure 1), suggesting that
formal experience (i.e., written materials) partially explained the association between
education and parenting knowledge.

Discussion
Parenting knowledge -- understanding the substance and processes of childrearing and child
development -- is vital to the well-being of children, parents, and society. For this reason,
advice to parents dates back in printed form more than 20 centuries to the Code of
Hammurabi (Dangel & Polster, 1984; French, 2002). Moreover, a majority of U.S.
Americans feel that it is more difficult to be a parent today than in the past and express a
pressing need to know more about childrearing and child development (Civitas Initiative et
al., 2000). In this study, we compared parenting knowledge in a large sample of European
American mothers who varied sociodemographically, and we also analyzed the relative
contributions of a variety of sociodemographic factors and parenting supports and classes to
parenting knowledge. The discussion of what mothers know, which mothers are in the
know, and how mothers know that ensues needs to be understood in the context of this
referent sample.

What Mothers Know
Knowledge is one key component of parents’ general instrumental cognitive system. The
items from the KIDI battery were developed for parents of children through 2 years, and the
mothers we tested all had children approximately that age. Maternal knowledge in some
developmental domains has been shown to be quite good (see Bornstein & Haynes, 1998).
Here we found that on the whole European American mothers demonstrated a fair (81%) but
not complete understanding of basic parenting knowledge. The 5 individual items on which
mothers in the current study scored the highest (at or near 100%) cover child health and
well-being, safety, language abilities, gender differences, and socioemotional development,
but the 5 at the bottom (all ≤ 50%) likewise included physical growth, socioemotional
development, language abilities, and perception. MacPhee (1981) divided the KIDI
conceptually into 4 domains, and looked at from that vantage mothers scored highest on
Parenting items (instrumental beliefs, strategies, management, responsibilities; 92.5%) then
Health & Safety (nutrition, health care, accident prevention, treatment of ailments; 88.5%)
and Principles (developmental processes, general child abilities; 80.5%), and lowest on
Norms & Milestones (child behavior at a particular point in time; 72.8%).

What mothers know is important. To understand parenting, it is vital to consider, not only
observations of caregiving, but also internal processes thought to underlie caregiving. Thus,
a positive cascade is hypothesized to obtain from parenting knowledge to parenting
behaviors to children’s development. Some evidence supports this view. Parks and
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Smeriglio (1986) reported that parenting knowledge was positively related to quality of
stimulation in the home, which in turn was associated with children’s scores on a
developmental scale. In the prospective longitudinal data set of a low-birth-weight preterm
cohort from the multisite Infant Health and Development Program, maternal parenting
knowledge (of the kind we measured here) was found to affect the quality and structure of
the home environment mothers provided which in turn affected child cognitive and
behavioral outcomes (Benasich & Brooks-Gunn, 1996). (For similar patterns of findings, see
McGillicuddy-DeLisi, 1982a, 1982b; Seefeldt, Denton, Galper, & Younoszai, 1999.)
Reciprocally, mothers lacking parenting knowledge demonstrate poor parenting competence
(Conrad et al., 1992; Hess, Teti, & Hussey-Gardner, 2004) and may fail to encourage their
children’s development and perceive them as less competent (de Lissovoy, 1973; Jarrett,
1982; Linde & Engelhardt, 1979; Ragozin, Basham, Crinic, Greenberg, & Robinson, 1982).
A dearth of parenting knowledge is also believed to play itself out in unrealistic
developmental expectations, and mothers who harbor unrealistic expectations tend to
experience greater stress possibly as a result of mismatches between expectations and
behaviors (Crnic & Low, 2002), and their interactions with their children are often marked
by greater discord and conflict (Teti & Gelfand, 1991).

Why is mothers’ parenting knowledge sometimes lacking or incorrect? It could be that
experiences surrounding child development do not automatically lead to parenting
knowledge, or, if they do, mothers may forget what they know about early child
development by the time their children reach toddlerhood. Thus, with each new phase of
development, the onrush of novel requirements supplants those of past developmental
phases (retroactive inhibition). Alternatively, modifications to parental cognitions may be
temporary, and parents revert to preconceptions once their experiences with a child have
passed (DeGrada & Ponzo, 1971). In other words, when parents are involved with a child of
a particular age, their knowledge about children at that age may be accurate; however, once
their children move beyond the ages they are asked to judge, parents fall back on
generalized stereotypes. That said, the items in the KIDI are generic and general and
evidence-based and do not rely on specific memories of specific children, and so many
problems thought to be associated with parental retrospective reporting (Yarrow, Campbell,
& Burton, 1968) and inaccurate estimation of milestones of their own children’s distant past
(Tamis-LeMonda, Chen, & Bornstein, 1998) are not at issue. For this reason we looked at
group membership and the role of parenting resources and supports to understand variation
in parenting knowledge.

Which Mothers Are in the Know
This study provides converging evidence that older mothers and more educated mothers
possess more parenting knowledge, results that comport with other findings (e.g., Karraker
& Evans, 1996). Berlin, Brady-Smith, and Brooks-Gunn (2002) speculated that adolescent
mothers lack cognitive readiness to parent, and adolescent parents’ gaps in parenting
knowledge have led service providers to recommend programs in parent education for
pregnant and parenting teens. Although (as we discuss below) attendance at parenting
classes was unrelated to parenting knowledge, attendance at childbirth classes was related
(at the zero-order level). Adolescent mothers should minimally attend these. Parenting
information is also typically less available to less educated than to more educated mothers
(see also Viswanath, Kahn, Finnegan, Hertog, & Potter, 1993). Although most between-
family studies have failed to unearth parity effects (Conrad et al., 1992; Dichtelmiller et al.,
1992; MacPhee, 1981), using a more sensitive within-family design we found that being a
mother for the second time appeared to (marginally) improve mothers’ parenting knowledge
vis-à-vis their first time. Mothers may learn on the job and remember or they may prepare
better the second time around. Apparently, first-hand experience or having been through the

Bornstein et al. Page 13

Dev Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2012 August 06.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



first 2 years of life with a previous child appears to profit parenting knowledge, if only
marginally.

By contrast, mothers of girls and boys, homemaker and employed mothers, and mothers by
birth and adoption did not systematically differ in their parenting knowledge. Separating
social constructions of knowledge about children’s development from evidence-based
knowledge, if mothers treat their young girls and boys differently (Leaper, 2002) it is
apparently not because their knowledge about parenting or development differs, and so
gender attitudes or stereotypes seem to be distinct from objective knowledge per se. At least
for parenting knowledge as we assessed it, working outside the home does not on average
augment or undermine a mother’s knowing how to care for her young child, and reciprocally
staying at home with a child does not necessarily ensure or enhance greater knowledge vis-
à-vis being employed outside the home. Homemaker and employed mothers (who averaged
half-time) scored equivalently in terms of their knowledge base. That parenting knowledge
is equivalent among adoptive and birth mothers also suggests that a biological bond with
one’s child does not automatically confer, motivate, or foster greater parenting knowledge
(Leon, 2002).

How Mothers Know
Resources and supports to parenting can have meaningful consequences. Parents with high
levels of resources and supports tend to display more sensitive and responsive parenting
(Cutrona, 1984) and greater parental efficacy (Izzo, Weiss, Shanahan, & Rodriguez-Brown,
2000). Nonetheless, we could identify no single source that all parents trust and want
information from that affected mothers parenting knowledge; mothers varied in their sources
of parenting knowledge. These findings too accord with the extant literature (Golan et al.,
2008). Cochran’s (1990; Cochran & Niego, 2002) model of parenting and personal social
networks attempts to explain how parents use and evaluate various informational sources in
childrearing. This model suggests that parents generally rely on familiar and proximal
sources to provide needed parenting information, childcare, and other support; that is,
parents turn first and most often to family and friends. Then, they supplement advice from
personal social networks with additional formal sources of information, such as
professionals or educational programs. Of course, the nature and breadth of parents’ social
networks must condition access to information inside and outside this framework. Parents
belonging to tightly knit smaller networks, for example, will have less exposure to novel,
outside information and may be more influenced by the opinions of those close by. As
geographic mobility and age segregation have increased, the availability of grandparents,
other relatives, and close neighbors -- traditional sources of guidance to young parents – has
decreased. Another potential explanation for a lack of knowledge of development may be
diminishing and curtailed interactions with health care providers.

In this study, mothers’ age and education and their access to books and other written
materials related to greater parenting knowledge. The significant association between
maternal age and parenting knowledge might underscore the importance of general life
experience or the fact that mature mothers treat information relevant to parenting with more
gravitas than do younger mothers. The teenage mother is very likely to have been a poorer
student than the older mother (Furstenberg, Brooks-Gunn, & Chase-Lansdale, 1989;
Hofferth & Hayes, 1987; Moore et al., 1993), making it less likely that she will turn to books
and other such materials very readily. Education generally improves parents’ perspectives
on their lives, enhances their cognitive and literacy skills, and likely engenders feelings of
mastery and competence (Michael, 1972; Reich, 2005). Maternal education bears a close
and pervasive relation to individual variation in parenting (Alwin, 1984; Bornstein,
Hendricks, et al., 2003; Kelly, Sanchez-Hucles, & Walker, 1993; Wright & Wright, 1976)
and, through this relation, may exert an impact on child development, health, and well-being
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(Dollaghan et al., 1999; Green, 1970; Hitchcock & Oliver, 1976; Hoff et al., 2002) across a
wide range of child age and ethnic group membership (Ramey & Ramey, 1999; Sandqvist,
1995; Sonnander & Claesson, 1999; Terrisse, Roberts, Palacio-Quintin, & MacDonald,
1998). Youth and poor education are risk factors for parental limited knowledge of child
development (Pickett, Marlenga, & Berg, 2003; Reich, 2005). Higher-SES, more than
lower-SES, parents also have access to, seek out, and absorb expert advice about
childrearing and child development (Lightfoot & Valsiner, 1992). Print materials are
convenient to more educated mothers who also rate media influence as important
(Bonichini, Axia, & Bornstein, 2009). Although educational attainment predicted parenting
knowledge, mothers’ access to and use of written materials partially explained the
association so that education generically does not guarantee parenting knowledge.

Science is dynamic, and scientific knowledge concerning childrearing and child
development is constantly changing and expanding (Alwin, 1990; Bronfenbrenner, 1958;
Elder, 1974; French, 2002). As developmental science, pediatrics, and related fields
continue to advance, we become increasingly aware, on the one hand, that children possess
abilities more advanced and more diverse than formerly believed and, on the other, that
parents interact with and influence children’s growth and development in sophisticated and
subtle ways (Bornstein, 2006; Collins, Maccoby, Steinberg, Hetherington, & Bornstein,
2000). Consequently, parenting knowledge of one generation of parents will differ for the
next generation, and media of books and other written materials which store, convey, and
disseminate that knowledge will remain key to acquisition of parenting knowledge.

Limitations and Future Directions
This study addresses some basic questions about mothers’ parenting knowledge.
Nonetheless, it also has limitations that raise additional questions. Mothers were surveyed
about their parenting knowledge at one point in time: when the mother had a child 20
months of age. What do mothers know about childrearing and child development before
they have their first child? or immediately afterward? or by the time their children are
adolescents? Although we studied a number of sociodemographically varied groups of
mothers, additional research with more diverse samples, fathers, and other child caregivers
is needed to determine the full scope of parenting knowledge surrounding young children as
well as whether other individuals in the child’s life rely on similar or different sources of
childrearing information. Multiple sources of information are available to parents today:
physicians, books, nurses, phone advice services, internet websites, community health
centers, news reports, magazines, childcare providers, TV shows, religious groups, classes,
and social workers. How will new sources of information influence parents? What do adults
who are responsible for child health and well-being do in the face of conflicting
information? Rapid social changes, including distance from kin and friends, and scarcity of
time, fuel greater reliance on the WWW for childrearing information. As suggested by
Rothbaum, Martland, and Jannsen (2008), the WWW is attractive to parents seeking
childrearing information because it is “always available, it is up to date, and it is fast” (p.
119). Future studies should explore parents’ use of all media as they grow in popularity.
Furthermore, received support is less strongly associated with a variety of psychological
phenomena than is perceived support (Wethington & Kessler, 1986). Parents’ perceptions of
the value of different resources, therefore, may be a better predictor than actual support;
parents who receive a lot of support from a given source may still perceive this support to be
inadequate to their knowledge needs. We only evaluated parenting knowledge. Finally,
future research needs to attend more to assessing relations between parenting knowledge,
other parenting cognitions, parenting practices, and child development.

Bornstein et al. Page 15

Dev Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2012 August 06.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



Implications for Parenting Education and Clinical Practice
Some aspects of parenting are “learned” and some parenting skills can be “taught,” and lack
of knowledge of basic childcare can be detrimental (Feldman, 1998). Thus, our findings
have explicit implications, first, for parenting education. “Parenting education describes a
range of teaching and support programmes which focus on the skills, feelings, and tasks of
being a parent” (Einzig, 1996, p. 222); parent education aims to enhance or change parental
role performance (Smith, Perou, & Lesesne, 2002), and parenting educators are concerned,
among other topics, with knowledge of child development and childrearing (e.g., DeBord,
Smith, Mulroy, Tanner, & Silliman, 1997). Parent education is therefore positioned
opportunely to enhance the satisfaction and functioning of families and development of
children by communicating knowledge about childrearing and child development that
increases understanding and by providing alternative models of parenting that widen
parents’ choices, teaching new skills, and facilitating access to community services. There is
much information about child development and childrearing available today, but it is often
poorly explained, frequently unusable, and commonly delivered in confidence-undermining
ways. Our data show that childbirth, and not parenting, classes relate to mothers’ parenting
knowledge (at least at the zero-order level). Moreover, many more mothers reported
attending childbirth than parenting classes (3:1). The need for readily accessible information
that will both teach parents about their child’s development and help parents cope with the
challenges of parenting cannot be overstated. To improve this record, what may be required
is to promote attendance at childbirth and parenting classes and to revisit their curricula to
refine and specify more exactly the areas of parenting knowledge that need to be taught and
learned.

In this connection, second is the role of parenting knowledge vis-à-vis clinical practice, a
consideration that itself has twin reciprocal aspects: how parents inform, and what parents
want to know from, their children’s healthcare providers. Parent participation in decision-
making and information sharing, two elements of family-centered health care, are widely
promulgatedas desirable and beneficial. However, “health literacy” generally is remarkably
poor, and poor health literacy applied to parenting and might have far-reaching
psychological and medical consequences. Children’s caregivers determine whether to
bringthem for acute, as well as preventive, care appointments, and theybear the
responsibility of following through with treatment plans. One study assessed the association
between caregiver health literacy and the use and cost of child health services in children
aged 12 months to 12 years presentingto the pediatric emergency department of an urban,
public hospital (Sanders, Thompson, & Wilkinson, 2007). One in 5 caregivers had low
health literacy, and (in accord with the results we report here) caregivers with low health
literacy were more likely to have less than a high school education. Mothers who bring their
children to clinics differ in knowledge of child development norms from mothers who do
not (Rickard, Graziano, & Forehand, 1984).

For their part, physicians regularly draw the information they need to treat their child
patients from multiple sources, parents (normally mothers) in particular. Child health
supervision visits are central to the work of primary health care providers who see virtually
all U.S. children in the first few years of life. Young children average more than 2 visits per
year to office-based clinicians (Williams, Whitlock, Edgerton, Smith, & Bell, 2007), and
practitioners routinely rely on parents during interviews, and so they need to be aware that
parents’ replies to their questions are moderated by parents’ knowledge about childrearing
and children’s development (Cheng, DeWitt, Savageau, & O’Connor, 1999; Cheng,
Savageau, Bigelow, et al., 1996; Cheng, Savageau, DeWitt, Bigelow & Charney, 1996).
This kind of information may facilitate or critically handicap attempts to advise parents and
treat child patients (Civitas Initiative et al., 2000). As health care professionals cope with
deciding, in the diminishing time available in office visits, which health supervision issues
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to cover fromthe growing list of useful topics (Cheng et al., 1999; Galuska et al., 2002;
Olson et al., 2004; Reisinger & Bires, 1980; Schuster, Duan, Regalado, & Klein, 2000;
Stevens et al., 2003; Young, Davis, Schoen, & Parker, 1998), reports from parents set
priorities and might improve practice delivery.

Conclusions
Parents have the job of absorbing and understanding novel, complex, and rapidly changing
uncertain information. At the same time they are called on to parent consistently,
appropriately, and effectively. In other words, what parents need to know about parenting,
children, and childhood is complicated and has real-life consequences every day. The
findings about parenting knowledge from this study have implications for parenthood and
for children’s well-being. Insofar as parents are more knowledgeable about childrearing and
child development, they are likely to act and respond more positively, skillfully, and
effectively in executing their childrearing roles and responsibilities, feel more competent in
their parenting (Bornstein, 2003; Bornstein, Hendricks, et al., 2003), have more positive
interactions with their children (Conrad et al., 1992; Reis et al., 1986), and behave in
developmentally more appropriate ways with them (Grusec & Goodnow, 1994; Putnam,
Sanson, & Rothbart, 2002).

The construct of “cognitive readiness” to parent has been proposed as an influential factor in
the transition and adjustment to parenting (Miller, Miceli, Whitman, & Borkowski, 1996;
O’Callaghan, Borkowski, Whitman, Maxwell, & Keogh, 1999; Sommer et al., 1993).
Broadly, cognitive readiness represents parents’ knowledge of childrearing and child
development from formal and informal sources and their ability to synthesize information
and apply it. Cognitive readiness to parent predicts parenting and children’s developmental
outcomes. In contrast to adult mothers, adolescent mothers exhibit lower levels of cognitive
readiness, and in a sample of adolescent mothers cognitive readiness to parent measured
during pregnancy predicted children’s attachment status at 12 months as well as the quality
of mother-child interactions when children were 3 years of age (Whitman, Borkowski,
Weed, & Keogh, 2001). Thus, inadequate knowledge and expectations about children’s
development and behaviors infect problematic parenting and have been associated with
nonoptimal caregiving even among already at-risk parents (Azar & Rohrbeck, 1986; Chance
& Scannapieco, 2002; Miller et al., 1996; Twentyman & Plotkin, 1982).

The motto for our paper opened Benjamin Spock’s Baby and Child Care, first published in
1946. For decades, Dr. Spock’s advice on childrearing was gospel for mostly middle-class
European American parents. But common sense alone—that mixture of folk wisdom, gut
feelings or intuitions, counsel by relatives and strangers, and vague memories of one’s own
upbringing—can be mistaken or misguided or outmoded, and does not always constitute a
sound basis for decisions and actions that affect children’s lives. Parents need and are
entitled to information based on evidence not merely belief, presented in a manner reflecting
an understanding of the significance of their task and with respect for their capabilities. To
be fair, when Dr. Spock wrote “Trust yourself” the science of child development was in its
infancy. Neither pediatricians like Spock nor parents had the body of concrete, reliable
developmental science we more fortunately possess today. It behooves thinking parents to
take full advantage of this newfound evidence-based knowledge on how to parent and why
children develop as they do.
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Figure 1.
Mediation effect of a source of parenting knowledge (written materials) on the relation
between mother education and parenting knowledge. *** p ≤ .001
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Table 3
Prediction of Proportion KIDI Correct from Mothers’ Age, Education, Access to Books
and Written Materials, and Attendance at a Childbirth Class

Model Variable Added R2 increment Fincrement (1, 234)

Mothers’ education
Written materials
Childbirth class

Mothers’ age .013 4.64*

Mothers’ age
Written materials
Childbirth class

Mothers’ education .054 19.03***

Mothers’ age
Mothers’ education
Childbirth class

Written materials .029 10.35**

Mothers’ age
Mothers’ education
Written materials

Childbirth class .002 .88

*
p ≤ .05

**
p ≤ .01

***
p ≤ .001.
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