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Boys, Girls, and "Two Cultures" of Child Care
Abby C. Winer University of California, Davis
Deborah A. Phillips Georgetown University

This study examined differences in the quality of child care experienced by tod
dler boys and girls. Boys were more likely to be in lower-quality child care than

girls, assessed with both setting-level measures and observations of caregiver
child interaction. A possible explanatory mechanism for the gender differences

is suggested by evidence that the child care providers rated boys' behavior
as more problematic and the provider-child relationship as less close as com
pared to girls. These perceived differences were not reflected in independent
observations of the toddler's behavior or temperament. It was also the case that

center-based classrooms with higher percentages of boys were rated lower in
setting-level quality. Discussion focuses on the implications of these findings for
child caregiver training and for parents seeking child care, as well as on the
importance of examining gender as a salient child characteristic in child care
research.

There is growing appreciation of the need to approach child care as an
environment that is experienced differently by children, depending on
their characteristics and family circumstances, with associated differences
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in developmental impacts. This has been demonstrated most consistently
for children who differ in familial risk (Burchinal, Vandergrift, Pianta, &

Mashburn, 2010; Caughy, DiPietro, & Strobino, 1994; Gormley, Gayer,
Phillips, & Dawson, 2005; Peisner-Feinberg et al., 2001; Watamura, Phil
lips, Morrissey, McCartney, & Bub, 2011). Other efforts are exploring in
dividual differences in temperament as they affect children's reactions to

child care (Phillips, Fox, & Gunnar, 2011 ; Pluess & Belsky, 2009).
Gender, like family risk, is commonly examined as a moderating child
characteristic in studies of the effects of child care. Boys and girls not only

respond differently to their experiences in child care (Gunnar, Kryzer,
Van Ryzin, & Phillips, 2010), but when gender differences in outcomes
are reported, it is boys whose development appears to be compromised.
For example, Howes and Olenick (1986), after controlling for a number of
other predictors, found that laboratory assessments of compliance and self

regulation among IV2- to 3-year-old boys were more adversely affected
by poor-quality child care than was the behavior of girls. Desai, Chase
Lansdale, and Michael (1989) found that nonmaternal care during the first

year of life had adverse impacts on the cognitive abilities of 4-year-old
boys, but not girls, from high-income families. A reanalysis of data from

randomized trials of early intervention programs serving disadvantaged
African Americans found that positive long-term impacts (i.e., on preteens,

teens, and adults) were restricted to girls (Anderson, 2008). Boys did not
experience significant benefits across a range of educational outcomes
(e.g., grade retention, special education placement, high school graduation,

college attendance) and noneducational outcomes (e.g., juvenile arrests,
marriage rates). Oden, Schweinhart, Weikart, Marcus, and Zie (2000) simi
larly reported that Head Start participation significantly raised high school
graduation rates and lowered arrest rates for girls but not boys. Thus, ir

respective of familial risk, and across studies of community-based child
care and early intervention programs, boys appear to be more vulnerable
to negative impacts and less likely to experience benefits from exposure to
these early nonfamilial environments.

Gender and Child Care Quality
These indications of a gender-linked pattern of outcomes raise the question

of whether boys' and girls' experiences in child care, in particular their
exposure to high-quality environments, also differ. Only a handful of stud
ies have directly examined gender differences in the quality of care experi
enced by young children, but, when differences are found, boys experience

poorer-quality care than girls across a range of assessment methods. For
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example, Howes and Olenick (1986) focused on structural indicators in
center-based arrangements and found that boys experienced poorer adult
child ratios and were cared for by less well trained and less stable teachers
than were girls. Evidence from the Study of Early Child Care (SECC) by
the Early Child Care Research Network (ECCRN) at the National Insti
tute of Child Health & Human Development (NICHD) revealed that, at
15 months, boys in child care homes and centers received less positive in
teractions from their caregivers than did girls (NICHD ECCRN, 1997). In
child care homes, boys also experienced poorer quality. Similarly, Wachs,
Gurkas, and Kontos (2004) found that preschool-age boys were in poorer
quality child care centers than girls as rated with the Early Childhood En
vironment Rating Scale (ECERS) and an observer assessment of the extent
of chaos in the classroom.

This study seeks to replicate and extend these efforts to examine gen
der differences in the quality of care that young children experience. Using

structural, environmental, and process assessments of quality, we assess
gender differences in toddlers' exposure to higher-quality child care across
types of care. As such, this study provides the most comprehensive assess

ment to date of gender differences in child care quality. We also explore
several explanatory mechanisms that may contribute to any differences that

are found: the gender composition of the peer group, caregiver perceptions
of the children, and the children's behavior.

Gender Composition of the Peer Group
Some researchers have speculated that the active ingredient behind child
care effects is the social opportunities and challenges posed by peer groups

(Fabes, Hanish, & Martin, 2003; Maccoby & Lewis, 2003). Most children
today first encounter peer groups in child care, and often this coincides
with the development of preferences for same-sex playmates (Dunn &
Morgan, 1987; Maccoby & Jacklin, 1987; Martin, Fabes, Hanish, & Hol
lenstein, 2005). As such, understanding how the gender composition of the
peer group affects children's experiences in care is essential to understand

ing the developmental consequences of child care. In the context of this
study, the gender composition of the peer group is of interest insofar as it is

associated with the quality of care that children experience.
Unfortunately, most of the existing evidence on this issue has sampled

school-age children, relied on binary indicators of classroom gender com
position (i.e., mixed-sex versus single-sex classrooms and schools), and
focused on achievement-related outcomes. This literature indicates that, as
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compared to mixed-sex classrooms, same-sex classrooms are associated
with better academic performance, particularly for girls (Moller, Forbes
Jones, Hightower, & Friedman, 2008). The smaller body of evidence on
social outcomes is mixed with regard to the role of same-sex versus mixed
sex classmates.

The vast majority of young children in child care are not in sex-segregated

settings, which may contribute to the lack of attention to the gender com

position of the peer group in early childhood research. Only two studies
have used a continuous measure of composition to examine the effect of
classroom gender composition prior to school entry (Goulet, Kryzer, &
Gunnar, 2005; Moller et al., 2008). In their examination of gender ratios
in home-based care, Goulet and colleagues (2005) found that a higher per
centage of girls in the setting was associated with greater integration into
the peer group for both boys and girls, as well as with higher overall levels

of positive interaction and cohesiveness among the group of children in
care. Moller and colleagues (2008) found that boys, but not girls, in public
preschool classrooms with proportionally more boys received significantly

lower scores on teacher assessments of cognitive ability even when con
trolling for classroom size, child age, and baseline cognitive abilities. The
gender difference did not, however, emerge for teacher ratings of social or
motor skills. These initial findings suggest that young boys benefit from
being in groups that are disproportionately composed of girls. Importantly,
Moller and colleagues studied a low-income, predominantly minority,
urban sample, whereas Goulet and colleagues' sample was not disadvan
taged. Both studies, however, focused on preschool-age children. The cur
rent study examines the contribution of the gender composition of the peer

group in child care to differences in the quality of care received by toddler
girls and boys.

Caregiver Perceptions of Boys and Girls
A relatively rich body of research on elementary students has identified
gender as an important element of teacher's judgments about students'
behavior and performance (Saft & Pianta, 2001). For instance, boys are
more often referred for remedial educational services and reported to have
higher levels of conflict with female teachers (Brophy, 1983). Girls gener
ally receive higher grades during the elementary years, and teachers have
been found to overestimate girls' reading and math abilities relative to test

scores but underestimate boy's scores (Hinnant, O'Brien, & Ghazarian,
2009). Girls are also subjected to a lesser amount of negative feedback

This content downloaded from 142.51.127.38 on Sun, 31 Dec 2017 19:29:39 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms

26

Merrill-Palmer Quarterly

and criticism in the classroom (Dweck, Davidson, Nelson, & Enna, 1978;
Eccles & Blumenfeld, 1985).

Studies that rely on caregiver ratings of children's behavior portray
boys as more aggressive and disruptive than girls (NICHD ECCRN, 2001 ;
Walker, 2004) and as displaying less positive sociability (NICHD ECCRN,
2001), even among 2-year-olds. Consistent with these findings, preschool
teachers portray their relationships with girls as closer and more dependent
than their relationships with boys (Howes, Phillipsen, & Peisner-Feinberg,

2000; Peisner-Feinberg et al., 2001). These perceptions matter insofar as
they are associated with observations of classroom quality and teacher sen

sitivity/responsiveness (NICHD ECCRN, 2002; Peisner-Feinberg et al.,
2001) and affect variation in children's engagement in learning, language
and math skills, and social behavior in both concurrent and longitudinal
analyses (Howes, Matheson, & Hamilton, 1994; Howes & Smith, 1995;
Peisner-Feinberg et al., 2001). Our question is whether teachers' percep
tions of their relationships with boys and girls also affect the quality of
caregiver-child interactions and the overall quality of the environment for
toddler boys and girls in child care.

Boys' and Girls' Behavior in Child Care
Are these gender differences that commonly characterize teacher ratings

corroborated by observations of children's behavior in child care? Avail
able evidence suggests that they may well be. It has been repeatedly docu
mented that girls display more prosocial behavior, empathy, and positive
peer play, whereas boys are more physically active, engage in more rough
and-tumble play, and are more likely to be both perpetrators and victims of
physical aggression ( Vandell, Nenide, & Van Winkle, 2006). These patterns

are affected by the gender composition of children's play groups (Mac
coby, 1998; Moller et al., 2008). On one hand, when preschool-age girls
play together, they gravitate toward adults and their interactions are quieter

and more cooperative, whereas boys tend to play farther from adults, to be
highly physically active, and to involve interactions aimed at establishing

dominance structures, leading Maccoby (1998) to describe "two cultures"
defined by same-sex play. At the same time, in the mixed-sex play groups

that characterize child care, preschool-age boys are more assertive and ag
gressive than girls and tend to monopolize physical space and favored toys

(DeSouza & Czerniak, 2002; Dunn & Morgan, 1987).
In light of heightened appreciation for the ways in which children's be
havior elicits behavioral responses from their caregivers (Bell & Chapman,
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1986; Scarr & McCartney, 1983), it is plausible that these gendered pat
terns of social behavior contribute to observed differences in the quality of

child care experienced by boys and girls. However, this literature has fo
cused on preschool-age children and specifically noted that these gendered
patterns of social interaction do not clearly emerge prior to about 2Vi years

of age (Mueller & Vandell, 1979). Confirming this, gender differences in
observations of children's noncompliance and both positive and negative
peer behavior in the NICHD SECC did not emerge prior to 3 years of age
(NICHD ECCRN, 1998, 2001).

The Present Study
This study seeks to replicate gender-linked patterns in exposure to child
care of varying quality and to examine several hypotheses that may provide
insights into the source of such patterns. It adds to the literature in several

ways: (a) The toddlers examined in this study are younger than the age
groups examined in most prior investigations of gender differences in ex
posure to higher-quality care, (b) We include all types of care and examine

structural, environmental, and process dimensions of quality, (c) Beyond
documenting gender differences, we examine several possible contributing
factors. We hypothesize that boys will experience poorer-quality care than
girls across all measures of quality for two reasons. First, the evidence from

the NICHD SECC that caregivers portray toddler boys in a more negative
light than girls, and display more negative interactions with boys, is in line
with the literature on older children for whom gender differences in qual

ity of care emerge quite consistently. Second, and more speculative, it is
possible that the toddlers in this study, who had been in care with nonsi
bling peers for 13 months, on average, may be somewhat more advanced
in their social behavior, including their gendered play behavior, than was
the case with prior child care samples whose toddler years occurred (e.g.,
early 1990s for the NICHD SECC) when infant care with other children
was less common.

We explored three possible explanatory mechanisms: (a) The gender
composition of the classroom, hypothesizing that classes composed pre
dominantly of boys would be associated with lower-quality care, (b) Dif
ferences in caregiver perceptions of boys and girls. We hypothesized that

caregivers would portray boys as displaying more problematic behavior
and would report less close relationships with boys than with girls, (c) Gen
der differences in behavior and temperament. Given that the peer literature

indicates that gender differences in peer play and other social behaviors do
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not emerge reliably until the post-toddler years, we did not expect to find
such differences in the 2-year-olds in this study.

Methods

Participants
The children in this study consisted of a subset of children whose cases
were followed from 4 months to 2 years of age as part of the Tempera
ment Over Time Study (TOTS), which was designed to investigate con
tinuity and discontinuity in the development of children characterized by
negatively reactive and positively reactive temperaments as infants (Hane,

Fox, Henderson, & Marshall, 2008). Beginning at 24 months, children in
regular child care were recruited to participate in the second portion, which
involved observing children in their primary child care arrangement. The

present study focuses on 66 toddlers (31 girls and 35 boys) who were ob
served in regular child care (>10 hr a week, M = 37.3 hr, SD = 13.0 hr) be
tween 24 and 35 months of age (M = 28.7 months, SD = 2.9 months). The
racial/ethnic distribution of these 66 toddlers was 62% Caucasian, 12%
African American, 1% Latino/Hispanic and 25% mixed or other ethnicity,

of whom one third had one African American parent. The vast majority
of the children came from well-educated, two-parent families; 83% of the

mothers reported having at least a college education, and 93% of the chil
dren lived with two, married parents.
Recruitment Procedure

Infants were recruited at 9 months of age from the TOTS sample to par
ticipate in a substudy on the role of child care experiences in trajectories
of temperament. The subsample for the current study was drawn from the

154 TOTS 2-year-olds who were enrolled in any form of regular child
care as determined by a maternal telephone interview conducted when
the children were 22-32 months of age. Of these toddlers, 8 (5%) had
moved out of state and were thus unable to participate. Of the remaining

146 children, 135 (92%) had parents who consented to the on-site child
care observations. Caregiver consent was then obtained for 66 (49%) of
these children, each of whom was available to be observed during the age
window for data collection (24-35 months) and had been attending the
observed child care setting for at least 2 months. A comparison between
children who were observed and those who were eligible, but not ob
served, did not reveal any significant differences in infant temperament
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group or in child gender or ethnicity, maternal or paternal education, or
exposure to or type of child care.

Child Care Settings
At the 2-year observation, 71.2% (η = 47) of the children were in care for
30 hr or more per week (M = 37.3, SD = 13). Their child care arrangements

spanned care by relatives (/? = 7 [10.6%]), nanny care (n - 12 [18.2%]),
family child care (n = 15 [22.7%]), and center-based care (n = 32 [48.5%]).
For the approximately one in four children who were enrolled in more than
one arrangement, observations were conducted in the setting attended for
the largest number of hours per week. When observed in care at 2 years, 53
(80%) of the 66 children were in care with nonsibling peers. The observed

child/adult ratio ranged from 1:1 to 7:1 (M = 4.1, SD = 1.5). Group sizes
ranged from 1 to 17 (M = 6.19, SD = 4.11 ). All but one of the providers was

female. The racial/ethnic distribution of the caregivers was 39.4% Cauca
sian, 30.3% African American, 10.6% Latino/Hispanic, and 19.7% other.
The median education of the caregivers was some college (23% had a high
school degree or less; 36% had a 4-year college degree or more).

Child Care Quality Measures
Descriptive data for the measures for the total sample, as well as for boys

and girls, are presented in Table 1. Three features of child care were ex
amined: structural quality indicators, the global setting quality of the child

care environment, and caregiving quality as directly experienced by the
study children.

Structural quality. Four indicators of structural quality were exam
ined: caregiver/child ratio, group size, caregiver's highest level of educa
tion, and caregiver's years of early childhood training/education. Data for
ratios and group size were obtained during the on-site observations. Counts
of all children and caregiving adults in the same setting/classroom as the

study child were made at the beginning of each M-ORCE coding segment
(see the section Caregiving Quality, under Child Care Quality Measures)
and averaged across all segments to create variables for caregiver/child
ratio and group size. Information on caregiver's education and training was

obtained from a questionnaire that was mailed in advance of the observa
tional visit and reviewed and retrieved during the visit.

Global setting quality. The total score from the Family Day Care
Rating Scale (FDCRS; Harms & Clifford, 1984) was used for observa
tions in home-based child care settings (34 of the 66 children were in
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these settings) as a measure of global environmental quality. The FDCRS
contains 40 items that compose seven subscales: space and furnishings,
basic care routines, language and reasoning, learning activities, social de
velopment, adult needs, and provisions for exceptional children. For the
purposes of the current study, items in the subscales for adult needs and
provisions for exceptional children were not scored by observers. Trained

observers had to agree on 85% of the items within one point of a master
coder on the 7-point scale on three separate observations before observing
independently for data collection. During data collection, interrater agree
ment was 94% for the total FDCRS score and ranged from 86% to 97% for
the subscales. Cronbach's α was .84 for the total FDCRS score.

The total score from the Infant/Toddler Environment Rating Scale
Revised (ITERS-R; Harms, Clifford, & Cryer, 2002) was used for obser
vations of the 32 children in center-based settings. The ITERS-R contains
39 items organized into seven subscales: space and furnishings, personal
care routines, listening and talking, activities, interaction, program struc
ture, and parents and staff. For the purposes of the current study, observers

did not score items on the parent and staff subscales. Additionally, the item

rating TV and video use was excluded from analyses due to the lack of
TV viewing in centers observed in the study. Agreement procedures before
data collection using the ITERS-R were the same as for the FDCRS. Actual
interrater agreement was 95% for the total ITERS-R score and ranged from

91% to 96% on the subscales during data collection. Cronbach's α was .88
for the total ITERS-R.

Caregiving quality. A modified version of the Observational Ratings
of the Caregiving Environment (ORCE; NICHD ECCRN, 2000) was used
to capture the observed quality of caregiving behavior as experienced by
the study children. As described in Kryzer, Kovan, Phillips, Donagall, &
Gunnar (2007), the modifications were designed to more fully capture
the extent to which the caregiver supported positive peer interaction and a
sense of community, as well as the observed child's degree of integration
with peers and adults in the setting.
As with the ORCE, data were collected over the course of the child

care day by using a time-sampling strategy to capture the frequencies of
specific behaviors (quantitative ratings), followed by time for making qual
itative ratings of caregiver behavior and the social environment in the child
care setting. Specifically, 44-min observation cycles, divided into four 10
min periods, were conducted twice in the morning and, whenever possible,
once in the afternoon. In each 10-min period, observers alternated between
30-s observe-and-record frames for coding frequency counts of behavior.
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At the end of each 10-min period, the observer made brief notes and tenta

tive qualitative ratings for 2 min. The process was repeated for three 10
min periods. In the final 10-min period, the observer made observations
exclusively for the qualitative ratings. These ratings captured the caregiv
er's behavior (e.g., sensitivity, intrusiveness) and the overall child care en

vironment (e.g., emotional climate), as well as child ratings (e.g., positive
and negative mood, sense of belonging), each coded on a 4-point scale.
Coding of the modified ORCE (M-ORCE) was performed by four cod
ers, one of whom was the reliability coder (the second author). Coders
were trained through discussion of the codes and practice on master-coded
videotapes. They then accompanied the reliability coder to practice coding
sites and scored with her until they achieved Cohen's kappas of at least .80
on all ratings and scales. During data collection, coder agreement was reas
sessed approximately every sixth session for each coder by having the reli
ability coder jointly complete the M-ORCE. Coders maintained a Cohen's
κ, of >.80 for reliability on all behavior scale categories used in the current
analysis.
Composite scores for caregiving quality were created by examining
Cronbach's alphas for conceptually grouped items capturing positive and
negative caregiver interactions (quantitative ratings), respectively, and by
use of principal axis factor analysis (qualitative ratings). Both the quantita
tive and qualitative ratings produced a composite capturing positive care
giving and another capturing negative caregiving; however, the positive
caregiving factor from the quantitative ratings and the negative caregiving
factor from the qualitative ratings were highly skewed and thus not used.
The composite score of negative caregiving quality was calculated as the
sum of the standardized counts for five quantitative ratings: no language,
no adult stimulation, unintegrated with adults, speaks negatively to child,
and restricts child's actions across all nonmissing segments, Cronbach's
a - .82. The composite score of positive caregiving quality (qualitative
M-ORCE ratings, eigenvalue of 5.45, 60.2% of the variance) consisted of
ratings of caregiver sensitivity, caregiver detachment (negative loading),
positive regard for the child, and overall positive emotional climate, Cron
bach's a = .93.

Gender Composition Measure
For settings in which the study child was in care with nonrelated peers
(n = 53), the gender composition of the setting was computed by dividing
the number of boys in the setting/classroom (other than the observed target
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child) by the total number of children in the classroom or setting (see Gou
let et al., 2005). The resulting measure allows us to compare the proportion
of boys present in the setting for both target boys and girls.

Caregiver Perceptions Measures
Caregivers' portrayals of their relationships with the study children and
their views of the children's behavior and temperaments were assessed by
using three caregiver-report surveys. The surveys were mailed ahead to the
lead teacher/caregiver in the study child's child care arrangement and were
collected by coders at the 2-year observation.

Caregiver perceptions of relationship with study child. The Student
Teacher Relationship Scale (STRS; Pianta, 1999) was used to assess care
givers' perceptions of their relationships with the study children. The STRS

is a 28-item scale consisting of three subscales: conflict (12 items; Cron
bach's a= .78), closeness (11 items; Cronbach's a- .61), and dependency
(5 items; Cronbach's α = .55). Caregivers rated each item using a 5-point
Likert scale ranging from (1) does not apply to (5) definitely applies.

Caregiver perceptions of children's behavior. The Caregiver-Teacher
Report Form (C-TRF; Achenbach, 1997) was used to obtain caregiver rat
ings of internalizing behavior problems, which include depression/anxiety,

withdrawn behavior, and somatization; and externalizing behavior prob
lems, which include inattentive, aggressive, and defiant behavior. Standard
scores (t scores based on normative data for children of the same age) for
internalizing and externalizing behavior problems were significantly inter

correlated in this study (r = .59, ρ < .001). As a result, the score for total
behavior problems (combining internalizing and externalizing ratings) was

used in this study (Cronbach's a = .74).
Caregiver perceptions of children's temperaments. The Teacher Tod
dler Behavior Assessment Questionnaire (TBAQ; Goldsmith, 1996) was

used to assess provider's perceptions of children's temperaments. The
TBAQ captures temperament-related behavior in IV2- to 3-year-olds by
using 108 items classified into six subscales: activity level, inhibitory con

trol, anger, pleasure, attention focus, and social fear. In our sample, the
subscales that captured activity level, inhibitory control, and anger were
highly intercorrelated (rs = -.66 [activity level and inhibitory control], .50
[activity level and anger], .50 [inhibitory control and anger]; all ρ s < .001).

We thus created a composite variable based on these subscales of care
giver perceived child temperament by summing the standardized scores
for activity level, inhibitory control (reverse coded), and anger, Cronbach's

ot = .79. Accordingly, our measure of caregiver perceived temperament

This content downloaded from 142.51.127.38 on Sun, 31 Dec 2017 19:29:39 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms

Boys, Girls, and Child Care

35

captures children who are disposed to be active and angry, with poor in
hibitory control.

Observed Behavior and Temperament Measures
Observed behavior. To facilitate comparisons between child obser
vations and caregiver-report measures, variables were selected from the
M-ORCE, which closely approximated aspects of the children's behavior
that were rated by the caregivers. To correspond with the ratings of total

behavior problems, quantitative M-ORCE ratings of the study children's
resistance to caregiver requests, negative peer interactions (including both

proactive and reactive aggression), and positive peer interactions were
included. In each case, the outcome measure consisted of standardized

counts of the number of observational episodes in which the behavior was
observed.

Observed temperament. To correspond to the caregiver ratings of tem
perament, measures of the study children's behavioral inhibition and exuber
ance were obtained in laboratory assessments of the children's behavior with
unfamiliar stimuli at 2 years of age (see Hane et al., 2008). The measure of
behavioral inhibition was based on the child's behavior in reaction to three

unfamiliar toys (a dump truck, a remote-controlled robot, and a pop-up tun
nel) introduced by an experimenter. Similar to the study by Fox, Henderson,

Rubin, Calkins, & Schmidt (2001), these tasks were all independently and
reliably coded for measures of latency to vocalize (interrater r = .78), latency

to approach/touch the stimuli (r = .86), and the proportion of time spent in
proximity to mom (/- = .87). All measures were standardized and averaged
within and across episodes to create an overall score for behavioral inhibition

(Cronbach's α = .65; M = .00, SD = .50). The measure of exuberance was
based on the child's behavior in reaction to the experimenter's presentation
of a black box that the child was asked to stick his or her hand into to retrieve

a toy and the experimenter releasing a confetti popper followed by asking
the child whether he or she would like to see it again. The presence of smil
ing, positive vocalizations, talking to experimenter, smiling at experimenter,
gesturing to experimenter, and requesting help from experimenter were inde

pendently and reliably coded in 30-s epochs for each of the paradigms, Μ(κ)

= .70, range = .62-83. In addition, the level of proximity to experimenter
was coded every 30-s for each task (intraclass r = .74). Scores were standard
ized and summed across the tasks to create an overall measure of exuberance

(Cronbach's a = .72; M = -.14, SD = 6.86). The temperament scores for the
children in this study do not differ from those for the total sample of TOTS

participants (all χ2 > .05).
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Analysis Plan
Data analysis examined gender differences in child care quality followed
by analyses aimed at exploring potential sources of those differences.
Given the significant intercorrelations among the setting-quality variables,

a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was run, followed by anal
yses of variance (ANOVAs) for each of the individual variables. Because

of the smaller sample sizes for the FDCRS (η - 30) and ITERS-R (η =
31 ) assessments of global setting quality, ANOVAs were run separately on

these two variables, as well as on the two measures of caregiving quality.
The explanatory mechanisms were then assessed as follows: First, the
relationship between the gender composition of the setting and the child
behavior and child care quality variables, respectively (structural variables,
global setting quality, caregiving quality) was assessed with Pearson cor
relations for the subsample of study children in care with nonsibling peers
(η = 53). For global setting quality, only the ITERS-R was examined, be
cause of the small sample size for children in noncenter arrangements with
peers. In addition, a two-tailed t test was run to assess whether boys and
girls differed in the gender ratios of their child care settings. Second, dif
ferences in caregiver perceptions of boys and girls gathered from the three
survey measures were first assessed with a MANOVA, followed by ex
aminations of ANOVAs to determine which scales were significant. Third,
gender differences in child behavior and temperament were assessed with
a MANOVA, followed by one-way (gender) ANOVAs. Table 1 presents the
results of these analyses, including the effect sizes corresponding to each
significant finding. A final set of correlational analyses (see Tables 2-4)
was run to explore associations between any caregiver perception variables
that exhibited significant gender differences and the variables in child be
havior and child care quality, respectively. Following presentation of data
regarding relationships among the measures, results for gender differences
in child care quality are discussed. Findings regarding explanatory mecha
nisms are then presented.

Results
Relations Among Measures Within Construct
Intercorrelations of measures within each domain of measurement (child

care quality, caregiver perceptions, observed children's behavior) are pre
sented in Tables 2-A. With regard to child care quality, ratio and group
size were associated with the composite measures of negative and positive
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Table 4. Summary of intercorrelations for observed
and temperament
Variable
1.

2.
3. Prosocial behavior

4.
5. Behavioral exuberance

2

1

Resistant
—

3

4

5

behavior

0.23f
Negative
—

-0.18

0.211

p

—

0.03
0.11
-0.02
Behavioral
—

-0.08

-0.04

-0.05

-0.60*** —

Note. fp < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Exploring Sources of Gender Differences

Gender composition. Center-based, but not

settings with higher proportions of boys offere

ity of care as assessed with the ITERS-R tota

The effect size of d = 1.41 indicates that the mag

particularly large. Neither the structural nor car
differed based on the proportion of boys in the

in our study were more likely to be in settings w

boys (.t = 5.05, p<.00\,M = .65, SD = .20; and M
and girls, respectively).

Caregiver perceptions of the children. Car
children's behavior and reports of their relati

differed significantly for boys and girls, with e

the moderate-to-large range. The overall MAN
63) = 2.03, ρ < .05. Results for the individual s
compared to girls, were portrayed as having (a
ior problems (F = 5.57, ρ < .05), (b) significantl
ρ < .05) and less closeness (F = 7.88, ρ < .01) in
the caregiver, and (c) significantly more activ
( F = 8.54. ρ < .01; see Table 1).
Observed behavior and temperament. Desp

trayals of boys and girls, there were no signific

any of the observational assessments of the c
overall MANOVA was nonsignificant, ρ > . 10.

fer in their levels of resistance to caregiver requ

negative and prosocial peer interactions as obse

.10). Nor were differences found in their observ

(allps >.10).
Relation of caregiver perceptions to observed child behavior. Examina
tion of the 20 possible correlations between the four variables for which
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Figure 1. Gender differences in home- and center-based child care quality.

* ρ < .05.

there were significant gender differences in provider perceptions (total be
havior problems, conflicted and close relationships, active/angry tempera

ment) and the five child behavior variables revealed only one significant
association. Observations of negative peer interactions were negatively as
sociated with caregivers' portrayals of their relationship with the child as
close (r = -.27, ρ < .05). When examined separately for boys and girls,
none of these correlations differed significantly by gender.

Relation of caregiver perceptions to child care quality. Examination
of the 32 possible correlations between the four variables for which there
were significant gender differences in provider perceptions (total behavior

problems, conflicted and close relationships, perceived temperament) and
the eight child care quality variables revealed three significant associations.
Among children in both center- and home-based care, caregiver ratings of
their relationship with the study child as close were associated with more

experiences of positive caregiving quality (r = .30, ρ < .05; and r = .30,
ρ < .05, for center and home settings, respectively) and fewer experiences

with negative caregiving quality (r = -.25, ρ < .05; and r = -.26, ρ < .05).
In addition, caregiver ratings of behavior problems were negatively associ
ated with lower global setting quality in center-based (but not home-based)

arrangements (r = -.36, ρ < .05). None of these correlations differed sig
nificantly by child gender.
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Maccoby (1998) has used the term "two cultures" to portray the strikin

gender differences in same-sex peer play that emerge during the early pre
school years. This study reveals the emergence of two cultures in toddlers'

child care experiences that derive from differing perceptions and treatment

from their adult caregivers. Boys experience poorer-quality care when the
care is assessed with both setting-level and process measures of quality, as

well as by more negative caregiver perceptions of the child; girls exper
ence higher-quality settings and interactions, and more positive caregiver
perceptions. The magnitude of these findings is far from trivial; indeed,

they fall within conventional standards indicating moderate-to-large effects

Importantly, this gendered pattern of child care experiences is evident at

2 years of age, prior to the age at which boys and girls differ significantly i

their play behavior as reported in the literature (Mueller & Vandell, 1979)
and as confirmed by our observations of the toddlers in this study.

The gender differences in child care quality reported in this study rep
licate prior evidence that when gender differences are found for qualit
assessments, it is boys who are consistently found to receive poorer-quality
care. Unlike Howes and Olenick (1986), we did not find gender differ
ences in structural indices of quality; we did, however, confirm finding
from the NICHD ECCRN (1997) SECC with approximately the same ag
group, and from others (Wachs et al., 2004), that boys are in poorer-quality
child care environments and receive poorer-quality interactions from their
caregivers. As with these prior studies, our sample was also not a high-risk
group of children. The absence of significant differences in the structural
indicators implies that the more negative interactions that boys receive
from their caregivers did not derive from pressures caused by high ratios
and large groups, nor from lower levels of education or training. Indeed,
these structural indicators were not significantly correlated with the set
ting-level quality measures and only modestly correlated with the process
assessments of quality.
Taken together, the variables that composed the negative caregiving
quality composite (a lack of stimulating interactions, low levels of involve
ment with the child, and use of negative language and restrictive actions)
indicate both the absence of positive interactions, which is confirmed by

the marginal gender differences for the positive caregiving composite
and the presence of harsh interactions, which play a relatively powerfu
role in the prediction of negative outcomes in both the parenting and the

child care literatures (Bornstein & Sawyer, 2006; Phillips & Lowenstein
2011). Within the child care literature, these outcomes include social an
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academic skills, as well as anxiety- and stress-related behaviors (including

Cortisol responses) (Gunnar et al., 2010; NICHD ECCRN, 1998; Pluess
& Belsky, 2009). Furthermore, in exploratory analyses reported elsewhere

(Winer, Phillips, Sussman, & Crowell, 2007), we found that boys also ex
perienced lower levels of belonging, which captures the extent to which
the child is relaxed, confident, and assured in the setting, as well as lower
levels of expressed community, which captures the extent to which children

are comfortable with, inclusive, and supportive of one another. That this

gendered pattern of interactional experiences was embedded in settings
that also exposed boys to poorer-quality care as assessed at the overall set
ting level is further cause for concern.

Our efforts to explore sources of these gender differences in child
care quality point to two possibilities. First, as hypothesized, peer groups
characterized by higher proportions of boys were associated with poorer
setting-level quality (i.e., ITERS-R) in child care centers, but not home
based arrangements. In light of our findings that boys experienced lower
levels of positive, if not harsh, caregiver interactions and were less well
socially integrated with both adults and peers (see Winer et al., 2007), it is
notable that Goulet et al. (2005) found a similar set of outcomes (e.g., posi
tive interactions and cohesiveness) to be particularly sensitive to the gender
ratio in child care. This finding takes on added significance when juxta
posed with the fact that the study boys were significantly more likely to
be cared for in settings with larger proportions of boys, a finding that war
rants replication and examination in studies of child care selection effects.
Its importance is also magnified by Moller and colleagues' (2008) finding
that disadvantaged preschool age boys in classrooms with disproportionate
numbers of boys were portrayed by their teachers as being less cognitively
capable than their female classmates.
This takes us to the second finding that offers some insight into mecha

nisms that may have contributed to the gendered pattern of child care qual
ity. As hypothesized, the caregivers of the toddlers in this sample revealed
significantly more negative perceptions of boys than of girls. They not only

portrayed boys as displaying more problematic, active, and disinhibited
behavior, but also indicated that their relationships with boys were charac
terized by greater conflict and less closeness than their relationships with
girls. Importantly, the caregivers' portrayals of their relationships with boys
and girls as conflictual or close were significantly intercorrelated with their

portrayals of whether the children displayed behavior problems (rs = .68
and -.41, respectively) and active/angry temperaments (rs = .67 and -0.26,

respectively), suggesting a strong, generalized negative (boys) or positive
(girls) view of the children in their care. Their perceptions of the children
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were also associated with caregiving quality such that more negative views

of a given child—regardless of gender—predicted poorer-quality caregiv
ing, rated by independent observers, for that child.

The finding regarding caregiver portrayals of their relationships with
the children is of particular concern in light of substantial evidence that
positive student-teacher/caregiver relationships play an important, and per
haps predictive, role in fostering children's positive engagement in both ac

ademic and social aspects of early schooling (Burchinal, Peisner-Feinberg,

Pianta, & Howes, 2002; NICHD ECCRN, 2002; Peisner-Feinberg et al.,
2001). Others have reported that these teacher and caregiver perceptions
remain quite consistent over time (Howes et al., 2000). As such, efforts
to understand the implications of this gendered pattern in portrayals of
caregiver-child relationships is an important topic for future research.
That this pattern emerges as early as the toddler years is both surpris

ing and worrisome, especially given the absence of any observed behav
ioral differences between the young boys and girls who were the subjects
of the caregiver ratings. The boys and girls in this study did not differ in
their peer interactions or compliance with caregiver requests in child care
(despite their extensive experience in child care with peers), nor did they
differ in lab-based observations of temperament. There were also very few
significant correlations between the caregiver perception variables and the

observed child behaviors, nor did these associations differ for boys and
girls. While it is possible that our 1-day observations failed to reflect the
children's typical behavior, it is hard to believe that 2-year-olds would ad

just their behavior drastically enough to mask gender differences simply
when being observed.
It is also difficult to believe that caregivers of 2-year-olds have de
veloped gender-linked stereotypes that disadvantage boys, although this
is precisely what our findings imply—a possibility that is important to ex
amine in future research. The literature on race-based stereotypes among
elementary teachers indicates that divergent behavioral assessments of mi
nority and nonminority students can develop in a rather short time and typi

cally disadvantage ethnic minorities, predicting decreases in standardized
assessments of reading and math (McKown & Weinstein, 2002; Zimmer
man, Khoury, Vega, Gil, & Warheit, 1995). With regard to gender stereo
types, the literature suggests that elementary teachers expect and interact
with boy and girl students differently, expect lower levels of achievement
from boys, and that these patterns of interactions and expectations are as
sociated with differences in student performance and achievement (Dweck

et al., 1978; Good, Cooper, & Blakey, 1980). Unfortunately, none of this
research has focused on younger children prior to school entry.
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This study has several limitations. First, due to sample size limitations,
the effects of different types of child care could not be investigated. How
ever, type of care can produce different ecologies for children, and future

research should analyze sources of gender differences in child care qual
ity in kith and kin care, family child care, and center-based care. Second,
because this is a nonexperimental study, the results might be attributable

to biases in parents' decision to place a child in child care, and to select
one arrangement over another, deriving from their child's gender. Third,
this is decidedly not a representative sample, because it contains very few
children from demographically high-risk families.
Nevertheless, this study constitutes the most comprehensive examina

tion of gender differences in young children's child care experiences to
date with both practical and empirical implications. The practical implica
tions direct attention to the importance of sensitizing caregivers to the need

to avoid differential treatment of children solely on the basis of gender,
emphasizing that all children require similar care, respect, and attention in
child care. During the toddler years, when children are learning to negotiate

complex social interactions that also are becoming gender based, modeling

equal treatment of boys and girls may be especially important. Balancing
children's emerging preference for same-sex play with active encourage
ment of mixed-sex groupings may also be beneficial (see the discussion by
Moller et al., 2008). The skill with which caregivers manage interactions
between themselves and the children in their care, and among the children,
during the influential toddler years will set the stage for both boys and girls

to be happily integrated and engaged in their child care settings.

Parents could also benefit from being sensitized to these emerging
findings of gender patterns in child care quality and their possible associa
tion with the gender composition in the setting. Parents can be advised to

observe the caregivers' interactions with boys and girls, as well as inter
actions among the children and how they are managed by the caregiver,
before selecting a care arrangement. Although child characteristics are not
the only factor that parents will consider in making a decision likely to af
fect the entire family, there are increasing data to support recommendations

to parents to include child gender in their deliberations about child care
(Crockenberg, 2003).
With regard to future empirical work, the findings clearly indicate that

child gender, rather than being included among an array of variables that

serve as controls when examining the impacts of child care, needs to be
examined directly as a salient child characteristic that influences what in
dividual children experience in child care and, in all likelihood, also affects

the developmental outcomes of these experiences. Indeed, the departure
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point for the study was evidence that when gender differences in outcomes
of child care or early intervention are reported, boys are consistently found

to experience more negative consequences and fewer benefits from time
spent in these settings (Anderson, 2008; Desai et al., 1989; Howes & Ole
nick, 1986; Oden et al., 2000). The current evidence suggests that, at a
minimum, child care is a gendered experience that can place young boys
at a distinct disadvantage with regard to the quality of their settings, inter

actions with adults, and adult perceptions. Deciphering whether and how
these gender differences in children's experiences in child care set in mo

tion gender-linked patterns of developmental outcomes at older ages is a
crucial next step in this line of research.
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