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Abstract 
 

 
 Prior research indicates that chaos, marked by high levels of noise, crowding, clutter, and 

lack of routine, at home and school is negatively associated with child outcomes. Low-income 

families more often struggle with chaos than do economically advantaged families. This 

dissertation explored the implications of reduced home and school chaos indexed by family 

routines and classroom organization, among former Head Start families with children in 

kindergarten. 

 The first study examined whether family routines (e.g., bedtime routine, family mealtime, 

etc.) mediate and/or moderate the relationship between income and children’s social and 

academic outcomes in the fall of kindergarten. Using data from the National Head Start Public 

School Early Childhood Transition Demonstration Study (NTDS; N = 5,157), analyses revealed 

that family routines both mediate and moderate the association between income and children’s 

outcomes but the pattern of findings differs depending on the outcome being examined. More 

specifically, family routines mediated the association between income and children’s social skills 

such that low-income children in more advantaged families (i.e., higher monthly incomes) 

participated in more family routines, which in turn predicted better social skills. In contrast, 

family routines buffered children from the negative effects of low-income on academic 

achievement such that among more disadvantaged families (i.e., lower monthly incomes), 

children with higher levels of family routines exhibited better academic achievement than 

children from families with fewer routines. Findings suggest that family routines may be a 
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promising tool for low-income families and implications for prevention and intervention are 

discussed.  

 The second study explored the role of family routines and classroom organization 

simultaneously in predicting children’s social and academic outcomes at kindergarten. 

Specifically, accounting for the nesting of children within classrooms, I investigated whether 

classroom organization predicts low-income children’s social and academic outcomes above and 

beyond family routines in the spring of kindergarten. In addition, I explored whether classroom 

organization alone, and classroom organization and family routines together, moderate the 

relationship between income and children’s outcomes. Again using data from the NTDS (N = 

4,325), analyses revealed that classroom organization plays an important role in the development 

of low-income kindergarten children. More specifically, children in more organized classrooms 

exhibited better social skills and receptive vocabulary than their peers in less organized 

classrooms. Further, classroom organization moderated the association between income and 

parent reported social skills and receptive vocabulary. Finally, there was a trend for moderation 

by both classroom organization and family routines in the associations between income and 

parent and teacher reported social skills. These findings were no longer statistically significant 

when a range of child, family, and classroom characteristics were included in the models. 

Findings suggest that structure across contexts may be key for successful outcomes during the 

kindergarten year and should be investigated further. Implications for prevention and 

intervention both at home and school are discussed.      
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I. General Introduction 

Over 22% of American children are growing up in poverty, which we know has 

devastating effects on social, cognitive, academic, and physical development (e.g., Brooks-Gunn 

& Duncan, 1997; Duncan & Brooks-Gunn, 2000). Poverty among children birth to age 6 can be 

especially destructive because these years represent the period of greatest developmental 

vulnerability (Duncan, Yeung, Brooks-Gunn, & Smith, 1998). The two most influential contexts 

in which children learn and develop during this time are home and school. According to 

Bronfenbrenner and Morris (1998), children’s development is influenced by their interactions 

within each context, as well as the connections between settings. These early connections, and 

the positive development that follows, are key for later academic and life success (Chetty et al., 

2011; Duncan, Ziol-Guest, & Kalil, 2010). As such, researchers have continued to search for 

ways to improve positive development among all young children and especially among low-

income children. Decreasing chaos at home and school by increasing family routines and 

classroom organization may be an important tool for buffering children from the negative effects 

of poverty.  

Chaos at Home 

The living environment of many low-income children can be characterized as chaotic – 

defined as having high levels of noise, crowding, clutter, instability, and lack of routine (Evans, 

Eckenrode, & Marcynyszyn, 2010). Although chaos is not equivalent to socioeconomic status 

(SES) or income, and can be found across families of all socioeconomic levels (Evans, Maxwell, 
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& Hart, 1999), low-income families struggle with household chaos more often than do 

economically advantaged families (Evans, Gonnella, Marcynyszyn, Gentile, & Salpekar, 2005; 

Fiese & Winter, 2010; Martin, Razza, & Brooks-Gunn, 2011; Weisner, 2010). In fact, Evans and 

his colleagues (2010) claim that “poverty breeds chaos” (p. 235). On average, low-income 

children are more likely to live in crowded, noisy conditions (Children’s Defense Fund, 1995; 

Evans & English, 2002; Evans et al., 2005; Evans, Lepore, Shejwal, & Palsane, 1998), change 

residencies frequently (Federman et al., 1996; Simpson & Fowler, 1994), and lack family 

routines (Fiese & Winter, 2010; Matheny, Wachs, Ludwig, & Phillips, 1995).  

Environmental chaos is thought to function as one potential mechanism through which 

SES influences children’s development (Evans et al., 2010; Hetzner, Johnson, & Brooks-Gunn, 

2011; Wachs & Evans, 2010). Children living in chaotic home environments exhibit poorer 

social and academic outcomes (Deater-Deckard et al., 2009; Hardaway, Wilson, Shaw, & 

Dishion, 2012; Vernon-Feagans, Garrett-Peters, Willoughby, Mills-Koonce, & The Family Life 

Project Key Investigators, 2011). For example, children raised in chaotic home environments 

have more difficulty responding to social cues and are more likely to exhibit problem behaviors 

as reported by their parents and teachers (Dumas et al., 2005). In addition, disruptive family 

environments are negatively associated with a child’s ability to self-regulate and manage his/her 

own behaviors and emotions and to attune to important information (Evans et al., 2005; 

Hardaway et al., 2012; Martin et al., 2011; Wachs & Evans, 2010). Disorganization within a 

home has been found to predict receptive and expressive language even after controlling for 

family poverty, maternal literacy and depression, child gender, and temperament (Vernon-

Feagans et al., 2011). In fact, research indicates that children who live in households that score 

higher on a composite measure of chaos score lower on tests of cognition and achievement one 
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year later (Hart, Petrill, Deckard, & Thompson, 2007; Pike, Iervolino, Eley, Price, & Plomin, 

2006).  

A major reason chaos is harmful to children is that it interferes with proximal processes, 

specifically positive parent-child interactions, that support positive development (Evans et al., 

2005; Shamama-tus-Sabah, Gilani, & Wachs, 2011). Composite measures of chaos have been 

linked to less responsive parenting (Corapci & Wachs, 2002; Matheny et al., 1995), lower 

parental warmth (Deater-Deckard et al., 2009; Dumas et al., 2005; Martin et al., 2011), and more 

hostile parent-child interactions (Coldwell, Pike, & Dunn, 2006). Furthermore, chaos is 

associated with caregivers who are less involved, less vocally stimulating, and are more likely to 

interfere with exploration (Corapci & Wachs, 2002; Petrill, Pike, Price, & Plomin, 2004). Parents 

in chaotic environments often struggle to discipline effectively (Dumas et al., 2005) and have 

more negative patterns of communication (Fiese, 2006). Corapci and Wachs (2002) also found 

that parents in more chaotic homes have lower parenting self-efficacy, which can lead to parents 

being uncomfortable with general parenting tasks (Weisner, 2010). Note, because these studies 

are correlational, they provide evidence of associations between chaos and parenting but they do 

not demonstrate that chaos causes poor parenting.   

Although most research has defined chaos using a summary of multiple indicators, a 

handful of studies have looked at which specific aspects of chaos matter more for child 

outcomes. In 2008, Johnson and her colleagues conducted a factor analysis of the Confusion, 

Hubbub, and Order Scals (CHAOS; Matheny et al., 1995) and two factors emerged: (1) 

household quietness (i.e., “You can’t hear yourself think in our home,” “It’s a real zoo in our 

home,” and “The atmosphere in our house is calm”) and (2) household order (i.e., “The children 

have a regular bedtime routine,” “We are usually able to stay on top of things,” and “There is 
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usually a television turned on somewhere in our home”). Household order, but not household 

quietness, was associated with kindergarteners’ and first graders’ expressive vocabulary, 

Woodcock Johnson Reading Mastery, and phonological awareness skills. In a follow-up study, 

Martin and her colleagues (2011) utilized five separate measures of environmental chaos (i.e., 

family instability, lack of routine, television generally on, crowding, and noise) to better 

understand the unique predictive power of each dimension of chaos on developmental indicators 

at age 5, controlling for the other dimensions. A lack of family routines at age 2 was associated 

with lower receptive vocabulary and delay of gratification scores at age 5, even after controlling 

for other indicators of chaos as well as other child and family demographic characteristics 

(Martin et al., 2011). Clearly, family routines play an important role in child outcomes. 

Establishing and preserving family routines is one resource that can be used to reduce chaos in 

children’s lives, and potentially improve children’s social, behavioral, and academic outcomes, 

especially those from low-income environments (Fiese & Winter, 2010; Martin et al., 2011). 

However, we still do not know how exactly family routines influence low-income children’s 

lives. That is, do routines operate as a mechanism through which poverty influences child 

outcomes (i.e., as a mediator) or as a buffer against the negative effects of poverty (i.e., a 

moderator)?    

Chaos at School 

As children enter formal education settings, they begin to spend less time with their 

family and more time at school. A chaotic school or classroom environment inhibits engagement 

with the school setting and, in turn, detracts from student learning (Maxwell, 2010). 

Environmental chaos at school is defined in a similar way to chaos at home: high levels of noise, 

crowding, confusion, instability of school, changes in adult caregivers or friends, and low levels 
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of structure or regularity of routines (Maxwell, 2010).  Indicators of a chaotic classroom include 

excessive noise, frequent interruptions, or running out of time for activities, all of which create a 

challenging climate for quality teacher-child interactions (Ponitz, Rimm-Kaufman, Brock, & 

Nathanson, 2009). Low-income children are more likely to attend schools with high levels of 

environmental chaos including noise exposure (Haines, Stansfeld, Head, & Job, 2002), 

overcrowding (National Center for Education Statistics, 2000), and high rates of teacher turnover 

(Lee & Croninger, 1994).  

Children in schools with high levels of noise exhibit decreased visual attention skills 

(Hambrick-Dixon, 1988) and reading achievement (Haines, Stansfeld, Job, Berglund, & Head, 

2001). In addition, elementary school children in crowded schools exhibit elevated aggression 

and conflict and diminished cooperation (Evans, 2006). Further, research indicates that when 

kindergarten classrooms are more crowded, children are more often off task (Evans, 2006), 

which ultimately affects academic achievement (Maxwell, 2003).  Recently researchers have 

begun to utilize a revised version of the Matheny et al. (1995) CHAOS scale, used widely as a 

measure of chaos in the home, for classroom settings. More specifically, Wachs, Gurkas, and 

Kontos (2004) found that child-care chaos was positively associated with passive noncompliance 

and negatively associated with committed compliance (i.e., a child’s wholehearted compliance 

with a request) among a sample of 86 preschool children. Similarly, in a study of 172 1st graders, 

Ponitz and her colleagues (2009) found that children in classrooms with less chaos showed 

greater literacy gains when compared to children in chaotic classrooms. In addition, boys (but 

not girls) in more chaotic classrooms showed smaller gains in mathematics. These findings 

indicate that classroom chaos is negatively associated with child outcomes; thus, classroom 

organization may be one tool that can be used to decrease chaos and increase positive 
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developmental outcomes for children in general and for low-income children in particular. 

Despite evidence linking chaos in the home or chaos in the classroom to negative developmental 

outcomes, no study, to my knowledge, has examined whether and how routines and organization 

in these two environments work together to produce children’s kindergarten outcomes.  

The Current Studies  

The current studies expand upon existing literature by considering the independent and 

combined effects of home and school environmental structure on the social and academic 

outcomes of low-income children. More specifically, drawing on the Family Stress Model 

(Conger et al., 1992), The Ecological and Dynamic Model of Transition (Rimm-Kauffman & 

Pianta, 2000), and the Resilience Framework (Luthar, Cicchetti, & Becker, 2000; Masten, 2001), 

the first study examined whether family routines mediate and/or moderate the relationship 

between income and children’s social and academic outcomes during the transition to 

kindergarten. Based on prior studies indicating environmental chaos (e.g., lack of routines) is a 

mechanism through which poverty influences child development, I expected that family routines 

would partially mediate the relationship between income and child outcomes. Further, I expected 

that the frequency of family routines would moderate the negative impact of poverty, such that 

low-income children in families with high levels of family routines would exhibit better social 

and academic outcomes than children in families with fewer routines. This hypothesis is 

supported by a handful of empirical studies indicating that family routines buffer at-risk children 

(e.g., children of chronic alcoholics, divorce, and those affected with HIV/AIDS) from negative 

outcomes (Bennett, Wolin, & Reiss, 1988; Guidubaldi, Cleminshaw, Perry, Natasi, & Lightel, 

1986; Murphy, Marelich, Herbeck, & Payne, 2009).  
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The second study builds on the first by introducing classroom organization as a predictor 

of children’s social and academic outcomes. More specifically, drawing on the Ecological 

Contexts Model (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998), the Ecological and Dynamic Model of 

Transition (Rimm-Kauffman & Pianta, 2000), the Resilience Framework (Luthar et al., 2000; 

Masten, 2001), and Epstein’s (2001) framework of school engagement, I examined whether 

classroom organization predicts low-income children’s social and academic outcomes above and 

beyond family routines. I expected that classroom organization would have a positive effect on 

children’s social and academic outcomes above and beyond family routines, such that children in 

more organized classrooms would be better adjusted. In addition, I explored whether classroom 

organization moderates the relationship between income and children’s social and academic 

outcomes. I expected that classroom organization would buffer low-income children from the 

negative effects of poverty.  Finally, I investigated whether low-income children with low levels 

of family routines but high levels of classroom organization fared better than low-income 

children with low levels of routines and low levels of classroom organization, and vice versa. I 

expected that classroom organization and family routines would serve as buffers for low-income 

children from families with few routines or in chaotic classrooms, respectively. This hypothesis 

is supported by the resilience framework which asserts that not all children who experience 

poverty exhibit low levels of positive social and academic development (Luthar et al., 2000; 

Masten, 2001). Rather, a positive factor in one context can protect a child from a negative factor 

in another context (Luthar et al., 2000).  

To explore my research questions for both studies, I utilized a subsample of participants 

in the National Head Start Public School Early Childhood Transition Demonstration Study 

(NTDS), a 6-year longitudinal randomized intervention trial that followed the development of 
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former Head Start children and selected classmates from kindergarten through 3rd grade. Models 

were fit using structural equation modeling in MPlus and multi-level modeling in SPSS. Missing 

data were handled using Full Information Maximum Likelihood (MPlus) and multiple 

imputation (SPSS) procedures.  
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II. Paper 1 – Family routines and low-income children: Mediation or moderation? 

Using data from the National Head Start Public School Early Childhood Transition 

Demonstration Study (NTDS), I investigated whether family routines (e.g., bedtime routine, 

family mealtime) mediate and/or moderate the relationship between income and children’s social 

and academic outcomes in the fall of kindergarten. Analyses revealed that family routines both 

mediate and moderate the association between income and children’s outcomes but the pattern of 

findings differs depending on the outcome being examined. More specifically, family routines 

mediated the association between income and children’s social skills such that low-income 

children in more advantaged families (i.e., higher monthly incomes) participated in more family 

routines, which in turn predicted better social skills. In contrast, family routines buffered children 

from the negative effects of low-income on academic achievement such that among more 

disadvantaged (i.e., lower monthly incomes) families, children with higher levels of family 

routines exhibited better academic achievement than children from families with fewer routines. 

Findings suggest that family routines may be a promising tool for low-income families and 

implications for prevention and intervention are discussed. 

 Keywords: family routines, kindergarten transition, low-income, mechanisms 
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Family routines and low-income children: Mediation or moderation? 

The United States has one of the highest rates of child poverty in the developed world 

(23%), with only Romania having a higher rate (25.5%; United Nations Children’s Fund, 2012). 

This means that more than one in five children live below the poverty line ($22,113 for a family 

of four). More than two out of five children live at 200% of the poverty threshold ($44, 226; 

Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2012). From 2000 to 2010 there was a 30% increase in the number 

of children living in poverty and from 2009 to 2010 the number of poor children increased by 

roughly 1 million (Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2012). With high unemployment rates and a 

sustained economic crisis, these numbers are only expected to rise. Past research has found 

strong relationships between poverty and poor cognitive (Kishiyama, Boyce, Jimenez, Perry, & 

Knight, 2009), social (Duncan & Brooks-Gunn, 2000; Mistry, Biesanz, Taylor, Burchinal, & 

Cox, 2004), academic (Duncan, Brooks-Gunn, & Klebanov, 1994; Smith, Brooks-Gunn, & 

Kelbanov, 1997), and health (Brooks-Gunn & Duncan, 1997) outcomes for children. Low-

income children are more likely to have lower IQs, suffer from depressive symptoms and peer-

conflict, and be slower to gain language and literacy skills relative to their more advantaged 

peers (Kaiser & Delaney, 1996; Duncan et al., 1994). Furthermore, at school entry, low-income 

children are more likely to exhibit poor social skills and are already behind their more 

advantaged peers on school achievement indicators (Duncan et al., 1998). These achievement 

gaps only continue to widen as children get older (Stipek & Ryan, 1997). The detrimental effects 

of poverty on child outcomes are almost twice as large for children in persistent poverty 

compared to those in transient poverty (Duncan et al., 1994). Importantly, poverty among 

children birth to age 6 can be especially devastating because these years represent the period of 

greatest developmental vulnerability (Duncan et al., 1998). However, not all children in poverty 

exhibit negative social, academic, and health outcomes.  Resilience research indicates that some 
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children are able to “defy the odds” or experience positive development within the context of 

significant adversity through the presence of protective factors or buffers (Luthar et al., 2000). 

Despite the well-established links between poverty and child outcomes, we know little about the 

mechanisms by which poverty affects children’s development and what factors might buffer 

them from the negative effects of poverty.  

One mechanism by which poverty is thought to influence development is through the 

home environment. Factors like the physical condition of the home, parental warmth, and the 

learning environment have all been shown to be important for a range of developmental 

outcomes (Evans et al., 2010; Hetzner et al., 2011). In fact, studies have demonstrated that the 

home environment (as measured by the Home Observation Measurement of the Environment) 

can account for as much as half of the difference in cognitive development between poor and 

non-poor preschoolers (Klebanov, Brooks-Gunn, McCarton, & McCormick, 1998). Family 

routines - activities that occur with predictability within the family - represent a relatively 

understudied aspect of the home environment that may help reduce environmental chaos and 

increase positive child development among vulnerable populations. Research has shown that the 

establishment and maintenance of consistent family routines is positively associated with young 

children’s social, academic, and health outcomes (Churchill & Stoneman, 2004; Ferretti & Bub, 

in press; Fiese et al., 2002; Koblinsky, Kuvalanka, & Randolph, 2006; Muniz, Silver, & Stein, 

2014). The structure that routines provide may be particularly important during the transition to 

kindergarten, a key developmental milestone that is often chaotic for both children and parents 

(Decaro & Worthman, 2011; Ferretti & Bub, 2013).  

Despite evidence demonstrating the potential benefits of family routines for young 

children, we do not know how they affect children’s development. That is, it is not clear whether 
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routines act as a mechanism by which low income affects child outcomes, whether routines 

buffer children against the negative effects of low income, or both. For example, children from 

low-income families who experience more family routines during early childhood, and especially 

across the transition to kindergarten, may have better developmental outcomes than do children 

from low-income families with fewer routines. Indeed, several studies have established family 

routines as a protective factor but all have focused on older populations of children and 

adolescents and very few have explored the benefits of routines for buffering young children 

from the negative effects of low income. Because the quality of the home environment appears to 

help explain the association between low income and child outcomes, interventions that focus on 

parenting behaviors may be especially beneficial for at-risk children.  

Family Routines 

 Family routines have been defined as “observable, repetitive behaviors that involve two 

or more family members and occur with predictable regularity in the day-to-day and week-to-

week life of the family” (Boyce, Jensen, James, & Peacock, 1983; Koblinksy et al., 2006, p. 

555). For families with young children, these routines may include mealtimes, getting ready for 

school, doing homework or household chores, and bedtime (McLoyd, Toyokawa, & Kaplan, 

2008). Establishing and maintaining consistent family routines has been shown to positively 

predict young children’s social and academic outcomes (Ferretti & Bub, in press; Ferretti & Bub, 

2013; Fiese et al., 2002; Koblinsky et al., 2006). Children in families who utilize routines have 

fewer emotional (Larson, 2008; Muniz et al., 2014) and behavioral problems (Churchill & 

Stoneman, 2004; McLoyd, et al., 2008), and are more cooperative and compliant (Ferretti & 

Bub, in press; Ferretti & Bub, 2013; Keltner, 1990). Furthermore, regular family routines are 
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associated with greater cognitive abilities including increased literacy skills (Fiese & Everhart, 

2008) and an expanded vocabulary (Snow & Beals, 2006).    

Recent research indicates that family routines may be particularly beneficial for 

children’s school readiness during the kindergarten year (Ferretti & Bub, 2013). Kindergarten is 

often an especially challenging transition period, in part because children must adjust to 

increasing independence and responsibility (Li-Grining, Votruba-Drzal, Maldonado-Carreno, & 

Haas, 2010), there is a new emphasis on academic skills (Pianta & Kraft-Sayre, 2003; Rimm-

Kaufman, Pianta, & Cox, 2000), kindergarten classes tend to have changes in class structure 

(e.g., increased class size and child-to-teacher ratio; Pianta & Kraft-Sayre, 2003), children are 

exposed to more diverse social circles (Ladd, Hearld, & Kochel, 2006; Love, Logue, Trudeau, & 

Thayer, 1992), and a new day-to-day routine is established (Eckert et al., 2008; Rimm-Kaufman 

& Pianta, 2000). Failure to successfully navigate the transition to kindergarten can have 

damaging effects on a child’s long-term academic outcomes (Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2000; 

Pelletier & Brent, 2002). Given the prevalence of difficulties during this period, specifically 

among low-income children, understanding how we can better support the development of 

school readiness as children enter kindergarten is critical. The Ecological and Dynamic Model of 

Transition would suggest that considering interactions between the child and broader contextual 

factors including the family environment, is key to improving school readiness during the 

transition to kindergarten (Rimm-Kauffman & Pianta, 2000).   

Family Routines as a Mechanism of Development  

Researchers interested in poverty and child development have examined a variety of 

potential explanations for how and why poverty influences children’s development. Clearly a 

lack of resources in the household is one explanation. For example, children in low-income 
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families tend to have fewer books and other educational resources, which is associated with 

lower scores on standard tests of cognitive development (Guo & Harris, 2000). In line with the 

family stress model, which asserts that children experience hardship not directly, but through the 

response of their parents (Conger et al., 1992), another potential mechanism is the structure and 

organization of the home environment. The living environment of many low-income children 

can be described as chaotic. Environmental chaos, characterized by high levels of noise, 

crowding, clutter, and lack of routine, has been shown to function as a mechanism through which 

SES influences children’s development (Coldwell et al., 2006; Evans et al., 2010; Evans et al., 

2005; Hart et al., 2007; Hetzner et al., 2011; Wachs & Evans, 2010). Although chaos is not 

equivalent to income or SES, and can be found across families of all socioeconomic levels 

(Evans et al., 1999), research indicates that low-income families struggle with household chaos 

more often than do economically advantaged families (Caspi, Taylor, Moffitt, & Plomin, 2000; 

Evans, 2004; Evans et al., 2005; Fiese & Winter, 2010; Martin et al., 2011). Similar to findings 

connecting poverty and child outcomes, research indicates that children living in chaotic homes 

exhibit poorer social, self-regulatory, cognitive, and achievement outcomes (Deater-Deckard et 

al., 2009; Hardaway et al., 2012; Vernon-Feagans et al., 2011). The absence of family routines is 

one of the most salient indicators of environmental chaos; thus, establishing and preserving 

family routines may be a critical resource that can be used to reduce chaos in children’s lives, 

especially those from low-income environments, and potentially improve their social and 

academic outcomes (Fiese & Winter, 2010; Martin et al., 2011).  However, few studies have 

examined family routines alone as a potential mechanism through which low income affects 

child development and thus it remains unclear whether this is an appropriate intervention 

strategy. 
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Family Routines as a Moderator 

 In addition to serving as a mechanism that might explain how low income affects young 

children’s development, the resilience framework suggests family routines may also be a 

protective factor, modifying responses to low income so that at-risk families can overcome 

adversity (Masten, 2001). Several studies have established family routines as a protective factor. 

For example, work by Bennett and her colleagues (1988) suggests regular routines, specifically 

family mealtimes, protect 6 to 18 year-old children of chronic alcoholics from developing 

problematic drinking habits. Among families affected by maternal HIV/AIDS, adolescents in 

families with more frequent routines show lower rates of aggressive behavior, anxiety/worry, 

depressive symptoms, conduct disorder behaviors, and binge drinking over time from age 10 to 

age 20 (Murphy et al., 2009). In addition, Lanza and Taylor (2010) found family routines 

moderate relations between school disengagement and delinquent behaviors, such that 

adolescents who experience higher levels of school disengagement and lower levels of family 

routines report higher levels of delinquent behaviors than do adolescents experiencing high 

levels of school disengagement and high levels of family routines. Research also indicates 

routines buffer children with asthma from feelings of anxiety (Fiese & Wamboldt, 2000; 

Markson & Fiese, 2000) and moderate the relation between child impulsivity and oppositional 

defiant disorder (ODD) symptoms, such that children with higher levels of teacher-reported 

hyperactivity/impulsivity and lower levels of family routines exhibit higher levels of teacher-

rated ODD-symptoms (Lanza & Drabick, 2011). Regular bedtimes have also been found to 

buffer the negative effects of divorce among school-aged children. In a study by Guidubaldi and 

his colleagues (1986), boys of divorced parents with a regular bedtime exhibited numerous 

positive outcomes, including higher academic achievement scores and better physical health. 
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Girls also benefited such that girls in divorced families with bedtime routines were rated as 

happier and having more close friends and they were also more likely to perceive their 

relationship with their parent as happy.  

Despite evidence demonstrating that routines may act as a moderator, only two studies have 

examined these moderating effects for low income and to our knowledge, no study has done so 

during the kindergarten year. Loukas and Prelow (2004) examined family routines as a possible 

protective factor among 521 low-income Latino youth ranging in age from 10 to 14 years. The 

authors found that Latina adolescents with high levels of cumulative risk (i.e., single parent 

family, maternal distress, perceived financial strain, neighborhood problems) exposed to more 

consistent family routines exhibited fewer externalizing behavior problems. More recently, 

Budescu and Taylor (2013) explored family routines as a possible protective factor among 115 

low-income urban African-American adolescents and their mothers. Results indicated that family 

routines moderated the relation between financial resources and adolescent outcomes such that 

adolescents living in households with lower levels of perceived financial resources but with high 

levels of family routines exhibited lower levels of problem behaviors and higher academic 

engagement and achievement levels compared to adolescents with few financial resources and 

low levels of family routines. These findings suggest that family routines may be a protective 

factor for low-income Latina and urban African-American adolescents, but we do not know 

whether routines may also benefit young low-income children from diverse racial/ethnic 

backgrounds and communities.     

Present Study 

The number of young children living in poor or low-income homes continues to increase, 

but with protective factors within their homes, schools, and communities many of these children 
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overcome adversity and exhibit positive outcomes. Despite evidence indicating that family 

routines have social, cognitive, and health benefits for young children (Anderson & Whitaker, 

2010; Ferretti & Bub, in press; Fiese & Everhart, 2008), we know little about how routines may 

impact young children’s outcomes. That is, it is unclear whether family routines (or lack thereof) 

are a mechanism through which low income influences child outcomes, whether family routines 

buffer the negative effects of low income on child outcomes during the kindergarten year, or 

some combination of both. To address these gaps in our knowledge, I explore the following 

research questions: (1) Do family routines mediate the association between low income and 

children’s social and academic outcomes? and (2) Do family routines moderate the relationship 

between low income and children’s social and academic outcomes? I expected that family 

routines would partially mediate the relationship between low income and children’s social and 

academic outcomes. Further, I expected that low-income children in families with high levels of 

family routines would exhibit better social and academic outcomes than would children in 

comparable families with fewer routines.  

Method 

Sample 

 Data for the current study were collected as part of the NTDS, a 6-year longitudinal 

randomized intervention trial that followed the development of former Head Start children and 

selected classmates from kindergarten through 3rd grade. The NTDS was conducted between 

1992 and 1998 and followed two cohorts of over 10,000 children in more than 450 public 

schools at 31 locations. The schools cover every major geographic area of the United States (30 

different states and the Navajo Nation), including rural and urban districts, and are ethnically 

diverse. The U.S. Congress legislated and funded the study to test whether providing 
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comprehensive Head Start-like services to children and families from kindergarten through 3rd 

grade would help maintain former Head Start children’s positive academic, social, and health 

outcomes while also improving long-term outcomes (Ramey et al., 2001). Services included 

developmentally appropriate curricula, health, nutrition, and social services, as well as parent 

involvement activities. Elementary schools that agreed to participate in the study were randomly 

assigned to either a transition demonstration group (offering Head Start services) or a 

comparison group (offering no “official” Head Start services). It is important to note, however, 

that in many of the comparison schools, comprehensive educational, social, and health services 

were offered through other initiatives.  

 Of the 10,392 children assessed in the fall of kindergarten, 5,157 were former Head Start 

participants and had complete data on the outcomes of interest (i.e., social skills, receptive 

vocabulary, mathematics, and reading). These children comprised my analytic sample. 

Participants were diverse with respect to gender (48% male) and ethnicity (32% African 

American (AA), 10% Hispanic, and 48% European American (EA)). Thirty percent of the adult 

respondents had not completed high school and on average, there were 2.85 children in the 

home. The average income of the current sample was $801 to $1000 a month and all participants 

were formerly in Head Start, suggesting a relatively disadvantaged sample. Thus, from this point 

forward, families are referred to as more (lower monthly income) or less (higher monthly 

income) disadvantaged. Those who were not formerly Head Start participants or without 

complete data were more highly educated (M = 4.75 among non-participants and M = 4.57 

among participants), had higher incomes (M = 5.54 among non-participants and M = 4.78 among 

participants), and had children who exhibited slightly higher receptive vocabulary (M = 86.04 
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among non-participants and M = 85.11 among participants) and social skills (M = 91.70 among 

non-participants and M = 90.28 among participants).    

Procedure 

 Data were collected via family interviews, direct child assessments, teacher interviews, 

principal reports, direct observations of classrooms, and review of school records. Family 

interviews, conducted predominantly with mothers, occurred in the respondent’s home and direct 

child assessments were conducted at the school sites by a trained researcher. Data from family 

interviews and direct child assessments in the fall of kindergarten were utilized in the current 

study.   

Measures 

Outcome Variables 

 Social skills. Parent ratings on the Social Skills Rating System (SSRS) (Gresham & 

Elliott, 1990) were used to reflect children’s social skills in the fall of kindergarten. Parents were 

asked to rate how often each of a series of behaviors that influence the child’s development of 

social competence and adaptive functioning occurred (0 = never; 1 = sometimes; and 2 = very 

often). Sample items include “makes friends easily,” and “controls temper in conflict situations 

with peers.” A standard total composite score with a mean of 100 and a standard deviation of 15 

was used with higher scores indicating greater perceived social competence. The SSRS was 

normed on a diverse sample of more than 4,000 children and demonstrates high levels of internal 

consistency (Gresham & Elliott, 1990). The measure also has moderate concurrent and predictive 

validity. For example, it is correlated with other measures of social skills including the Social 

Behavior Assessment and Child Behavior Checklist (Gresham & Elliott, 1990).   
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 Academic achievement. Academic achievement was represented by a single latent 

construct comprised of two direct assessments in the fall of kindergarten: The Peabody Picture 

Vocabulary Test-Revised (PPVT-R) (Dunn & Dunn, 1997) and the Woodcock-Johnson Psycho-

Educational Battery-Revised (WJ-R) (McGrew, Werder, & Woodcock, 1991). The PPVT-R is a 

widely used, reliable and valid measure of receptive vocabulary (the size and range of words that 

a child understands). The PPVT-R consists of 130 items in which an interviewer says a word 

(such as “hand,” “feather,” and “arrow”) and asks the child to choose “the best picture of it.” 

Words become progressively more difficult, and the interviewer stops when the child makes six 

consecutive errors (i.e., a “ceiling” is reached). The PPVT-R correlates moderately well with 

scholastic aptitude and verbal intelligence measures (Dunn & Dunn, 1981) and has been found to 

be a good predictor of school performance among low-income children (McLoyd, 1998). The 

PPVT-R was standardized nationally on a representative sample of 5,028 participants. Internal 

consistency ranged from .61 to .88 and the median test re-test reliability was approximately .78 

(Ramey et al., 2001). A standard total composite score with a mean of 100 and a standard 

deviation of 15 was used.  

Broad reading and mathematics scores from the widely used WJ-R were also used as a 

measure of academic achievement. The reading and mathematics tests consist of two subtests 

each: Letter-Word Identification and Passage Comprehension and Calculation and Applied 

Problems, respectively. Letter-Word Identification assesses a child’s ability to match a pictorial 

representation of a word with an actual picture of the object. In the Passage Comprehension test 

children are asked to read a short passage and identify a missing key word. Calculation and 

Applied problems measure children’s skill in performing addition, subtraction, multiplication, 
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and division. Standard scores for these tests have a mean of 100 and a standard deviation of 15. 

The WJ-R has high reliability and validity (McGrew et al., 1991).  

Primary Predictor 

Household income. Monthly household income, collected in the fall of kindergarten, was 

represented by a continuous variable (1 = $1 - $200/month, 2 = $201 – $400/month, 3 = $401 – 

$600/month, 4 = $601 – $800/month, 5 = $801 - $1000/month, 6 = $1001 - $1500, 7 = $1501 - 

$2000/month, 8 = $2001 – $3000/month, 9 = $3001 - $4000/month, 10 = $4001 - $5000/month, 

11 = $5001 - $6000/month, 12 = $6001 or more per month).  

Mediator/Moderator 

 Family routines. Parent responses to 28 items on the Family Routines Inventory (Boyce 

et al., 1983) were used to reflect family routines in the fall of kindergarten. Parents were asked to 

rate how often each week activities such as eating dinner together as a family, children going to 

sleep at a regular time, and working parents coming home at a regular time occurred (0 = almost 

never to 3 = almost every day). A standard total composite score was created by summing all 28 

items (α = .73). Higher scores reflect more family routines. The FRI has adequate reliability and 

validity (Jensen, James, Boyce, & Hartnett, 1983). This measure has been related to success of 

former Head Start children in elementary school (Keltner, 1990) and is thought to reflect one 

aspect of family organization.  

Control Variables 

 Family and child characteristics. Parental reports of child sex and race/ethnicity were 

collected at study entry. Child sex was represented by a dichotomous variable (Male = 0). 

Race/ethnicity was represented by four dichotomous variables: European American, African 

American, Hispanic, and Other. Respondent education was represented by a continuous variable 
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(1 = Grades 1-4, 2 = Grades 5-8, 3 = Grades 9-12, 4 = High school graduate, 5 = GED, 6 = some 

college, no degree, 7 = associate degree, 8 = bachelor’s degree, 9 = professional degree, 10 = 

doctorate). Total number of children in the home was represented by a continuous variable. 

Cohort was included as a control to account for differences in the timing of the data collection. 

Program participation was also included to account for possible effects of the intervention. When 

income was included in the model, I also included the Basic Needs subscale of the Family 

Resources Scale (FRS; Dunst & Leet, 1987) to control for subjective poverty (α = .71). Using a 

5-point scale (1 = not at all adequate and 5 = always adequate), parents rated how adequate they 

felt their resources are in several financial categories including income, food, housing, and health 

care. The Basic Needs subscale was created by taking the mean of 9 items (food for two meals a 

day, house or apartment, enough clothes for your family, heat for your house or apartment, 

indoor plumbing/water, medical care for your family, furniture for your home or apartment, 

telephone or access to a phone, and dental care for your family); higher scores indicate higher 

levels of perceived financial resources.   

Analysis Plan 

Preliminary analyses. I began by obtaining means and standard deviations and 

examining bivariate correlations between all outcome and predictor variables. To test whether 

the hypothesized academic achievement indicators (i.e., PPVT and Woodcock Johnson Reading 

and Math scores) adequately reflect this construct, I fit a measurement model using MPlus. 

Model fit was examined using goodness of fit statistics such as chi-square, comparative fit index 

(CFI), and Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA).  

Predictive analyses. To address my first research question of whether family routines 

mediate the relationship between income and children’s social and academic outcomes, I utilized 
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mediation hypothesis testing as recommended by Baron and Kenny (1986). To examine the 

direct effects of income on family routines, I first regressed family routines on monthly income 

(Model 1). Next, to determine the direct effects of family routines on social skills and academic 

achievement, I regressed each child outcome on family routines. To examine the direct effects of 

income on social skills and academic achievement, I regressed each child outcome on income. 

Finally, to test whether family routines mediate the relationship between income and child 

outcomes, I included all possible pathways in a single model. When the path coefficients from 

income to the outcome variable declined or became non-significant, partial or full mediation was 

indicated. For models that met all of the necessary criteria for mediation (i.e., direct effects from 

income to family routines; direct effects from family routines to child outcomes; and a decline in 

the direct effect from income to child outcomes), I calculated a Sobel’s Z-score to determine 

whether the mediation was statistically significant. Total indirect effects were also estimated in 

MPlus. 

To address my second research question of whether family routines moderate the 

relationship between income and child outcomes, I added an interaction term between income 

and family routines to a model with the direct effects between income and child outcomes and 

family routines and child outcomes. When an interaction was identified, I illustrated the 

magnitude and direction of those moderated associations by plotting the slopes for prototypical 

children with low (1 SD below the mean) and high (1 SD above the mean) family routines. On 

each outcome, I controlled for a common set of demographic and family variables (i.e., child sex 

and race/ethnicity, respondent education, number of children in the home, perceived financial 

resources, cohort, and program participation). Descriptive statistics and correlations were 

obtained using SPSS 21 and predictive analyses were conducted using MPlus version 5. Missing 
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data on the key predictors was handled using Full Information Maximum Likelihood procedures 

(Muthén & Muthén, 2007). I considered model fit to be good if I obtain a non-significant chi-

square. Chi-square is sensitive to sample size so I also considered model fit to be good if I 

obtained a CFI that is between .90 and 1 and a RMSEA that is close to zero (<.06) with a non-

significant p-value. 

Results 

Preliminary Analyses 

 Descriptive statistics. Sample means and standard deviations for the outcome, key 

predictor, and control variables are presented in Table 1. Intercorrelations among family 

routines, income, and child outcomes are presented in Table 2. Children displayed moderate 

social and academic outcomes, although there was considerable variability around the mean. 

Monthly household income ranged from $1 - $200 per month to $5001 - $6000 per month with 

an average monthly income of $801 - $1000 per month, suggesting a relatively disadvantaged 

sample. Parents reported participating in family routines 3-5 days per week. On average, more 

disadvantaged families participated in fewer routines when compared to less disadvantaged 

families, and children in more disadvantaged families scored lower on measures of social skills 

and academic achievement when compared to their peers in families with higher monthly 

incomes. In addition, children in families with more family routines, on average, exhibited better 

social and academic outcomes.   

 Measurement model. Three observed variables were used to create a latent construct 

representing academic achievement: receptive vocabulary, math scores, and reading scores. The 

factor loading for receptive vocabulary was fixed to one to provide the scaling unit. Math and 

reading significantly loaded on the factor with standardized factor loadings of .25 (p < .001) and 
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.42 (p < .001), respectively. As is commonly the case with measurement models consisting of a 

limited number of variables, the model was fully saturated (CFI = 1; RMSEA = 0). Thus, a 

single latent construct representing academic achievement was retained for all subsequent 

analyses.  

Do family routines mediate the association between income and children’s social 

and academic outcomes? To investigate whether the associations between income and 

children’s social and academic outcomes were mediated by family routines, I first fit a set of 

direct effects models to verify that all criteria for mediation were met (i.e., direct effects from 

income to family routines; direct effects from family routines to child outcomes; and direct 

effects from income to child outcomes). Income was a positive and statistically significant 

predictor of family routines such that less disadvantaged families participated in more routines 

than more disadvantaged families (β = .16, p < .001). Next, I examined the direct pathways from 

income to children’s social skills and academic achievement independently. Not surprisingly, 

income significantly predicted both social skills and academic achievement such that children in 

more disadvantaged families exhibited fewer social skills (β = .06, p < .001) and lower academic 

achievement (β = .07, p < .001) compared to children in less disadvantaged families. Finally, I 

examined the direct pathways from family routines to children’s social skills and academic 

achievement independently. Family routines significantly predicted both social skills and 

academic achievement such that children in families with more routines exhibited greater social 

skills (β = .34, p < .001) and academic achievement (β = .12, p < .001) compared to children in 

families with fewer routines.  

Because all of the preliminary criteria for mediation were met, I fit two final models 

(herein referred to as the full model): one that contained all direct pathways of interest (i.e., 
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direct effects from income to family routines; direct effects from family routines to child 

outcomes; and direct effects from income to child outcomes as well as all controls) for social 

skills and one for academic achievement. In the full model, the pathway from income to 

children’s social skills became non-significant, suggesting the possibility of full mediation (see 

Figure 1). A calculation of the Sobel’s Z-statistic supported this possibility. That is, family 

routines significantly mediated the association between income and children’s social skills in the 

fall of kindergarten (Z = 11.83, p < .001). I also tested for indirect effects and results suggest that 

the indirect pathway from income through family routines to social skills was statistically 

significant (Indirect effect = .453, p < .001). The pathway from income to the latent construct 

representing academic achievement declined slightly but remained statistically significant (i.e., 

lower monthly income predicted lower academic achievement), suggesting that family routines 

may partially, but not fully, mediate this association. Because the decline from income to 

academic achievement was small (.07 to .06), a Sobel’s Z-statistic was not calculated. As with 

social skills, I also tested for indirect effects and results suggest that the indirect pathway from 

income through family routines to academic achievement was statistically significant (Indirect 

effect = .084, p < .001). That is, higher income was associated with higher family routines, 

which in turn predicted better academic achievement. Finally, as Simmons and colleagues (2011) 

suggest, I also fit uncontrolled models to illustrate whether and to what extent the results are 

reliant on the covariates. The pattern of findings for the uncontrolled models was the same as 

that for the controlled models. 

Do family routines moderate the relationship between income and children’s social 

and academic outcomes? Parameter estimates and goodness of fit statistics for both the 

uncontrolled (i.e., just income, family routines, and either social skills or academic achievement) 
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and controlled (i.e., income, family routines, child outcomes, and child sex and race/ethnicity, 

respondent education, number of children in the home, perceived financial resources, cohort, and 

program participation) models investigating the moderated effects of income on child outcomes 

by family routines are presented in Table 3. Models 1 and 2 reflect the uncontrolled and 

controlled effects for social skills, respectively, and Models 3 and 4 reflect the uncontrolled and 

controlled effects for academic achievement, respectively. To test for moderation, I added to a 

model that included the direct effects of income on each child outcome (i.e., social skills or 

academic achievement) and family routines on each child outcome, an interaction term between 

income and family routines. Although family routines did not moderate the association between 

income and social skills in either the uncontrolled (see Model 1) or controlled (see Model 2) 

model, it did moderate the association between income and academic achievement in the 

uncontrolled model (see Model 3). Among more disadvantaged families (i.e., lower monthly 

incomes) children with high levels of family routines exhibited better academic achievement, 

scoring approximately 3 points higher than children with low levels of family routines (see 

Figure 2). The gap in academic achievement widened among less disadvantaged families (i.e., 

higher monthly incomes). Children in less disadvantaged families with high levels of family 

routines scored approximately 7 points higher than children in less disadvantaged families with 

fewer family routines on measures of academic achievement. Overall, children in families with 

more family routines exhibited better academic achievement than children in families with fewer 

family routines, regardless of income. In addition, the relatively flat slope of the line representing 

low levels of family routines compared to the relatively steep slope of the line representing high 

levels of family routines supports the hypothesis that routines benefit children’s learning. This 

pattern of findings did not hold when controls were added to the model. That is, when controlling 
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for child sex and race/ethnicity, respondent education, number of children in the home, perceived 

financial resources, cohort, and program participation, family routines did not moderate the 

association between income and social skills or income and academic achievement, suggesting 

there may be a variety of environmental factors that are related to both family routines and child 

outcomes that could explain the relationship between low income and poor child outcomes. 

Discussion 

Findings from this study indicate that family routines both mediate and moderate the 

association between income and low-income children’s outcomes but the pattern of findings 

differs depending on the outcome being examined. More specifically, family routines mediate 

the association between income and children’s social skills such that low-income children in 

more advantaged families (i.e., higher monthly incomes) tend to experience more family 

routines, which in turn predict better social skills. I found no evidence of mediation for academic 

achievement. In contrast, family routines buffered children from the negative effects of low 

income on academic achievement such that among more disadvantaged (i.e., lower monthly 

incomes) families, children with higher levels of family routines exhibited better academic 

achievement than children from families with fewer routines. Although past research has 

suggested that family routines may act as a mechanism through which family processes or 

environmental experiences influence child and adolescent outcomes, or buffer children 

experiencing adversity from negative outcomes, to my knowledge this is the first study to 

empirically test how family routines alone are related to young low-income children’s outcomes. 

Poverty, Family Routines, and Child Outcomes 

As expected, there was a significant main effect of income on both social skills and 

academic achievement, such that higher income was related to better social skills and higher 
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academic achievement, even after controlling for parent perceptions of financial resources as 

well as general child and family characteristics. This finding is consistent with a large body of 

previous research linking poverty with negative child and adolescent development (Duncan et 

al., 1994; Mistry et al., 2004; Smith et al., 1997). In addition, income also predicted family 

routines, such that less disadvantaged families reported more family routines than more 

disadvantaged families. Prior research indicates that low-income families struggle with 

household chaos more often than do economically advantaged families (Evans et al., 2005; Fiese 

& Winter, 2010) and a lack of family routines is the most salient indicator of environmental 

chaos (Johnson et al., 2008; Martin et al., 2011). Therefore, more disadvantaged families may 

have a more difficult time establishing and maintaining family routines, as suggested by the 

current finding.  

Also consistent with prior research, I found a direct effect of family routines on low-

income children’s outcomes (Ferretti & Bub, in press; Keltner, 1990; Koblinsky et al., 2006). 

More specifically, the frequency of family routines, as measured by the Family Routines 

Inventory (Boyce et al., 1983), was positively related to social skills and academic achievement. 

During the transition to kindergarten, children have many more opportunities to interact with 

peers in social situations, and they must learn to interact with a more diverse group of friends 

(Ladd et al., 2006). The structure that family routines provide may offer a means for children to 

organize their own environments. In turn, these children are better able to self-regulate (Evans et 

al., 2005) and manage their behaviors independently. Further, family routines support positive 

parent-child relationships (Woods & Goldstein, 2003), a key context in which natural learning 

opportunities arise within the home. Routines themselves also provide a setting for learning as 

indexed by the association between regular mealtimes and higher vocabulary (Snow & Beals, 
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2006) and reading routines and emergent literacy, respectively  (Evans & Shaw, 2008; Senechal 

& LeFevre, 2001). In addition, increased social skills (Muniz et al., 2014) may also be associated 

with the link between family routines and academic outcomes in that children who are better able 

to self-regulate can attune to important information and have more opportunities to engage in 

learning activities (Howse, Lange, Farran, & Boyles, 2003). These findings among a low-income 

sample highlight the contribution of household organization, in spite of financial adversity. 

Further, the utilization of a well-established family routines measure is significantly 

underrepresented in the literature and gives more confidence to the link between family routines 

and positive child outcomes among young low-income children.   

Family Routines as a Mediator  

Findings from this study provided some support for my first hypothesis that family 

routines at least partially mediate the association between income and child outcomes among 

young low-income children. More specifically, family routines fully mediated the pathway from 

income to children’s social skills but not to their academic achievement. The social skills finding 

is consistent with prior research that indicates environmental chaos, characterized by high levels 

of noise, crowding, clutter, instability, and lack of routine, functions as a mechanism though 

which SES influences children’s and adolescents’ social development (Coldwell et al., 2006; 

Evans et al., 2005; Evans et al., 2010; Fiese & Winter, 2010). For example, Evans and his 

colleagues (2005) found household chaos mediated the link from income-to-needs to self-

regulatory behavior, learned helplessness, and psychological distress among rural low-income 

adolescents. The fact that family routines alone mediated the association between income and 

children’s social development further supports research by Martin et al. (2011) who found that 

among all of the indicators of environmental chaos, the television being on and family routines 
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were the strongest predictors of children’s outcomes. The current study adds to the small but 

growing body of research demonstrating the power of family routines as a mechanism of 

development. Findings from this study also align with the family stress model, which asserts that 

children experience hardship not directly but through the response of their parents (Conger et al., 

1992). That is, low-income children’s social skills appear to be greatly influenced by whether or 

not their parents are able to establish and maintain family routines despite adversity rather than 

directly by the lack of money the family experiences. This is evidenced by the fact that when 

family routines are included in the model, the link between income and children’s social skills 

becomes non-significant. The finding highlights that practitioners may be able to positively 

influence low-income children’s social skills by adjusting familial processes, a factor perhaps 

easier and less costly to change than a family’s income.     

Interestingly, family routines did not mediate the association between income and 

academic achievement. One possible explanation for this pattern of findings, in alignment with 

the Social Learning Theory (Bandura, 1971), is that through family routines parents are 

modeling positive social skills, such as helping with household tasks, easily changing from one 

activity to another, and controlling one’s temper; their children observe these positive behaviors 

and then enact them. Because social behaviors are often more visible than academic behaviors, 

and likely occur more frequently in the presence of family routines, children in families with 

routines may demonstrate more positive social behaviors rather than higher academic 

achievement. It is also possible that because academic achievement relies more heavily on 

tangible factors such as the availability of books, computers, and educational toys or games as 

well as tangible attributes (e.g., time together), the direct effects of income on academic 

achievement are more evident. Indeed, past research has established that the effects of income 
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are strongest on children’s achievement-related outcomes as compared to their social or health-

related outcomes (Brooks-Gunn & Duncan, 1997; Duncan et al., 1998). It may be that to model 

academic behaviors that predict achievement, parents need additional resources such as books, 

computers, or other educational manipulatives. In this way, a lack of income may more directly 

influence children’s academic achievement in a way that family routines alone cannot fully 

mediate. There was, however, an indirect effect from income through family routines to 

academic achievement indicating that family routines is likely just one of many family and 

environmental processes that serve as a mechanism by which poverty influences child 

development.  

  Finally, the developmental period of the current study may also help explain the findings. 

As previously mentioned, during the transition to kindergarten, children have many more 

opportunities to interact with peers in social situations and there are new focused expectations for 

behavior (Pianta & Kraft-Sayre, 2003; Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2000). Children must also 

begin to learn to manage their behaviors independently given that there is often less family 

involvement and decreased teacher presence due to increased class sizes (Eckert et al., 2008; 

Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta 2000). In turn, to prepare children for these new expectations, early 

education teachers spend significant time creating structure for children’s social development at 

the start of the school year (Cameron, Connor, & Morrison, 2005). As such, there may be more 

salient changes occurring in the social development of children at this time. In addition, the time 

teachers are spending on rules and routines in the classroom may make routines at home more 

beneficial. Future research should consider the role of family routines and classroom 

organization simultaneously in order to understand possible relationships between structure 

across contexts. 
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Family Routines as a Moderator 

Findings from this study also offered some support for my second hypothesis that family 

routines would moderate the relationship between income and children’s outcomes such that 

low-income children in families with high levels of family routines would exhibit better social 

and academic outcomes than children in comparable families with fewer routines. Family 

routines moderated the association between income and academic achievement, but not social 

skills, such that among more disadvantaged families (i.e., higher monthly income), children with 

high levels of family routines exhibited better academic achievement than disadvantaged 

families with fewer routines. This effect is in the uncontrolled, not controlled model, which 

suggests that some of the variance explained in the outcome may be due to an overlap in family 

routines and family controls (i.e., collinearity). Understanding which family and child factors 

predict routines is an important next step for specifying a more appropriate model. 

In alignment with the Resilience Framework (Luthar et al., 2000; Masten, 2001), family 

routines buffer low-income children’s academic achievement. Maintaining a sense of 

predictability may offset some of the chaos associated with low-income households. As 

previously mentioned, family routines support positive parent-child relationships (Woods & 

Goldstein, 2003), a key context in which natural learning opportunities arise within the home. In 

addition, it is likely positive academic outcomes are associated with the link between family 

routines and positive social behaviors. Children exhibiting more positive behaviors, for example, 

are viewed more positively by teachers, and in turn have more opportunities for learning (Ladd, 

Birch, & Buhs, 1999). In addition, children in families with more routines are better able to self-

regulate and attune to important information (Ferretti & Bub, in press; Howse et al., 2003; von 

Suchodoletz, Trommsdorff, Heikamp, Wieber, & Gollwitzer, 2009). Self-regulation, in turn, is 
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associated with more positive behavior and higher academic achievement (Howse et al., 2003; 

von Suchodoletz et al., 2009). Although the difference between more disadvantaged children 

with low and high levels of routines is only a 3-point gap, research suggests that early gaps in 

academic achievement widen over time (Stipek & Ryan, 1997). Success in the kindergarten year 

is pivotal to later academic and life success so efforts to close even the smallest of gaps in the 

early years are critical (Chetty et al., 2011; Duncan et al., 2010; Pelletier & Brent, 2002). 

 Contrary to expectation, however, children from less disadvantaged backgrounds 

appeared to benefit more from family routines than did children from more disadvantaged 

backgrounds. Recall, however, that this is a low-income sample, so even the less disadvantaged 

families are only earning between $1,501 and $2000 per month. With this in mind, the findings 

suggest an additive model; routines are beneficial for low-income children regardless of monthly 

income but are more beneficial for low-income children in less disadvantaged families.  These 

findings differ from those of Loukas and Prelow (2004) and Budescu and Taylor (2013) who 

found that family routines mattered most for adolescents with higher cumulative risk and higher 

perspective financial strain, respectively. It is possible that developmental period may play a role 

in in the current findings, such that young low-income families, particularly around the 

kindergarten transition, may not have as well developed routines as families with children later 

in development who are not experiencing a critical transition. In addition, young families in 

extreme poverty may have numerous other stressors that make taking advantage of the supports 

associated with family routines more difficult than young families who are not in extreme 

poverty. Interestingly, family routines did not moderate the relationship between income and 

children’s social skills. As previously mentioned, the effect of income on academic achievement 

is slightly stronger making moderation between more and less disadvantaged low-income 
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children more likely. This may be due in part to the tangible resources utilized in academic 

learning (e.g., books, computers, art supplies) that are highly dependent on income.  

Taken together, results from this study indicate that researchers exploring family routines 

solely as a mediator or solely as a moderator may be missing information, and key relationships, 

valuable to prevention development. The mechanisms by which family routines influence 

children appear to differ by outcome. This is similar to findings indicating that the mechanisms 

by which poverty influences child development are often not consistent across outcomes. For 

example, cognitive stimulation is more strongly tied to academic outcomes rather than social 

outcomes (Farrah, Noble, & Hurt, 2006). The story is complex but simplifying it may ignore 

critical relationships. Therefore, multiple outcomes and pathways should be considered in an 

effort to fully understand the relationships between family routines and child development for 

young low-income children, and others.  

Limitations and Future Directions 

 Although the results from the current study contribute to our knowledge about how 

family routines influence the development of young low-income children, several limitations 

must be noted. First, only parent report of children’s social skills was available in the fall of 

kindergarten. Because parents also reported on family routines, this may result in reporter bias 

such that parents who report more family routines may also report more favorably on their 

child’s social skills. This possibility is somewhat reduced by the modest correlation between 

routines and social skills (r = .34). Nevertheless, it is a concern. Ideally, additional reporters 

(e.g., teachers) and direct observation of children’s social skills (e.g., Q-sort) would be included. 

Second, the findings are correlational and causal relations cannot be explored. It is likely that 

children’s social skills, for example, contribute to the presence of family routines. In two recent 
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focus group studies conducted by Quick and colleagues (2011) and Koulouglioti and colleagues 

(2011) exploring the barriers to family mealtime and general routines, respectively, parents 

reported the leading barrier to family routines was a difficult child; however, research has yet to 

examine this relationship quantitatively. Longitudinal research is needed to determine the causal 

direction of these relationships. Similarly, future research should explore the child, family, and 

neighborhood characteristics that predict the establishment and maintenance of family routines. 

For example non-standard work hours (Lowe, Weisner, Geis, & Huston, 2005), poor mental 

health (Britto, Fuligni, & Brooks-Gunn, 2002), and marital relationship quality (Spagnola & 

Fiese, 2007) may contribute to whether low-income families in particular are able to maintain 

routines. Exploring the factors that influence family routines will help inform prevention and 

intervention efforts so that practitioners can create tools to help parents overcome barriers to 

routine maintenance.  

Finally, the participants in the current study were former Head Start families; however 

families were not chosen at random and the sample is not nationally representative of former 

Head Start children as a whole, thus these results may not be as generalizable. Although all 

participants were former Head Start families (and thus were required to meet Head Start income 

brackets), it is possible that financial circumstances changed for some of the families and I did 

not exclude families based on monthly income. Nevertheless, the average income was quite low 

and thus I expect I would see a similar pattern of findings among other low-income samples.  

Implications 

 Despite the limitations, the current findings have important implications for prevention 

and intervention work.  Over 16 million American children live in poverty (U.S. Census, 2011).  
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Children in poverty are more likely to live in chaotic homes with high levels of noise, crowding, 

and clutter (Evans et al., 2005). In turn, these children enter school exhibiting social and 

academic skills well below their more advantaged peers (Duncan et al., 1998). Over time these 

gaps only continue to grow (Stipek & Ryan, 1997). However, not all low-income children 

experience negative outcomes, and not all low-income parents lack the ability to maintain an 

organized household and create predictable family routines. As the current results indicate, low-

income families are able to establish and maintain family routines despite the adversity 

associated with poverty and that these family routines make a difference in children’s 

development.   

Family routines may offer a simple yet effective tool to assist low-income families with 

young children during the kindergarten year. Relative to other parenting skills (e.g., discipline) 

and styles (e.g., warmth), family routines are tangible behaviors that many parents can initiate 

and maintain with minimal assistance. Strategies for developing routines can be presented in 

concrete steps which may allow for them to be acquired more easily. In addition, routines fit into 

a family’s daily life without creating extensive additional tasks for parents or children. Many 

families already follow some form of daily routine and minimal tweaks can help parents expand 

and improve routines, as well as adjust routines as children develop. Many other families may 

not realize the benefits a simple daily routine can provide and may be motivated to establish and 

maintain routines by this knowledge. Still others may live in extremely chaotic environments, 

where maintaining an organized setting may be particularly difficult. Practitioners should work 

to provide these parents with additional aids to overcome barriers. School districts may consider 

offering workshops discussing the benefits of family routines and strategies to overcome 

barriers, particularly for families experiencing the transition to kindergarten. Creating 
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opportunities for parents to discuss organization strategies with each other, as well as the child’s 

teacher, may provide assistance in establishment and maintenance of routines.  

As children begin formal schooling, more of their time will be spent away from their 

families, so it is important to establish a home-school collaboration even before the transition 

formally begins. Routines may be a tool that can be utilized both at home and school to align 

contexts and create more continuity for children during what is often a turbulent time. In 

addition, once established, daily routines are a “vehicle” in which other interventions can be 

embedded (e.g., kindergarten transition programs), in turn reducing future burden of change and 

creating a context in which families can truly benefit from protective factors. 
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Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics for All Study Variables 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 Full Sample More 
Disadvantaged 

Less 
Disadvantaged 

 
Variable 

Mean/%  
(SD) 

Mean/% 
(SD) 

Mean/% 
(SD) 

Outcomes    

Social Skills 90.28  
(14.87) 

89.69 
(14.99) 

92.40 
(14.83) 

Receptive Vocabulary  85.11 
(15.50) 

83.26  
(14.64) 

89.30 
(15.96) 

Reading Score 92.07 
(12.04) 

91.25 
(11.80) 

93.96 
(12.37) 

Mathematics Score 84.88 
(15.38) 

83.20 
(14.47) 

87.82 
(15.11) 

Predictor    

Monthly Household Income 4.78 
(2.09) 

2.38 
(.68) 

7.74 
(.94) 

Mediator/Moderator    

Family Routines 54.29 
(9.86) 

52.08 
(9.42) 

57.01 
(9.43) 

Controls    
Male 48% 49% 47% 
European-American 48% 41% 59% 
African-American 32% 43% 22% 
Hispanic 9% 7% 8% 

Respondent Education Level 4.57 
(1.57) 

4.27 
(1.41) 

5.20 
(1.68) 

Total Number of Children in 
the Home 

2.85 
(1.41) 

2.66 
(1.35) 

2.88 
(1.36) 

Perceived Financial 
Resources 

4.51 
(.52) 

4.50 
(.52) 

4.66 
(.45) 

Demonstration Group  52% 53% 51% 
Cohort 1 44% 55% 59% 
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Table 2 

Intercorrelations between Outcomes, Monthly Income, and Family Routines 

 

  

 

  

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 
Outcomes       
1. Social Skills --      

2. Receptive Vocabulary .13*** --     

3. Reading Score .11*** .25*** --    

4. Mathematics Score .15*** .42*** .53*** --   
Predictor        
5. Monthly Household Income .07*** .16*** .09*** .12*** --  

Mediator/Moderator       

6. Family Routines .34*** .13*** .08*** .08*** .20*** -- 
***p  < .001   
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Table 3 

Structural equation models testing moderation for social skills and academic achievement 

(standardized results with SD in parentheses) 

 

  Social Skills Academic Achievement 
Variables  Model 1 

Uncontrolled 
Model 2 

Controlled 
Model 3 

Uncontrolled 
Model 4 

Controlled 
Monthly Income -.04 

(.080) 
-.01 

(.078) 
-.11 

(.084) 
-.05 

(.075) 
Family Routines .32*** 

(.035) 
.32*** 

(.034) 
-.01 

(.037) 
.01 

(.033) 
Interaction     
Income*Family Routines .05 

(.092) 
.02 

(.090) 
.29** 
(.097) 

.13 
(.086) 

Covariates     
Male  -.10*** 

(.013)  -.01 

(.012) 
African American  .11*** 

(.014)  -.32*** 

(.013) 
Hispanic  .11*** 

(.013)  -.04 
(.029) 

Education Level  .08*** 
(.013)  -.26*** 

(.013) 
Number of Children in Home  -.10*** 

(.013)  -.15*** 
(.012) 

Perceived Financial Resources  .05*** 

(.013)  .04** 

(.013) 
Demonstration Group     
Cohort     
Fit Statistics     
χ2 (df) Saturated Saturated 30.81*** (6) 376.89*** (24) 
CFI   .91 .92 
RMSEA   .028,  

p=1.00 
.053,  

p=1.00 
**p  < .01 ***p  < .001   
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Figure 1. Fitted path diagram for mediation from monthly income to social skills by family 

routines (standardized results with SD in parentheses) controlling for child sex and 

race/ethnicity, respondent education, number of children in the home, perceived financial 

resources, cohort, and program participation on social skills; direct effect from income to social 

skills in italics. 
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Monthly 
Income Social Skills

Family 
Routines

.20***

(.014) .33***

(.013)

.01 
(.014)

χ2 (df) = 67.24*** (8)
CFI = .95
RMSEA = .038 p = .99
***p < .001

.06***

(.015)



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Income predicting academic achievement at high and low levels of family routines 
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III. Paper 2 – Environmental structure across contexts: A protective factor for young low-

income children both at home and school? 

Using data from the National Head Start Public School Early Childhood Transition 

Demonstration Study (NTDS), I used multi-level modeling (MLM) to investigate whether 

classroom organization predicts low-income children’s social and academic outcomes above and 

beyond family routines. In addition, I explored whether classroom organization alone, and 

classroom organization and family routines together, moderate the relationship between income 

and children’s outcomes. Analyses revealed that classroom organization plays an important role 

in the development of low-income children in kindergarten, even after accounting for the nesting 

of children within the same classroom. More specifically, children in more organized classrooms 

exhibited better social skills and receptive vocabulary than their peers in less organized 

classrooms. Further, classroom organization moderated the association between income and 

parent reported social skills and receptive vocabulary. Finally, there was a trend for a three-way 

interaction between income, classroom organization, and family routines. Findings suggest that 

structure across contexts should be investigated further and may be key for successful outcomes 

during the kindergarten year. Implications for prevention and intervention both at home and 

school are discussed.       

Keywords: classroom organization, family routines, kindergarten, low-income, home-

school collaboration 
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Environmental structure across contexts: A protective factor for young, low-income children 
both at home and school? 

In the last 50 years, the income-based achievement gap has grown by 40% (Reardon, 

2011). This gap is present even as children transition to formal schooling. Low-income children 

score 1.3 standard deviations below their high-income peers in their kindergarten-entry math 

skills, nearly two-thirds of a standard deviation below in teacher ratings of attention skills, and 

one-fourth of a standard deviation higher on teacher-reported antisocial behavior (Duncan & 

Magnuson, 2011). Unfortunately, these gaps tend to increase over time and in some cases double 

over the elementary school years (Duncan & Magnuson, 2011). Environmental chaos, both at 

home and school, is thought to contribute to the achievement gap. Low-income children are more 

likely to live in crowded, noisy conditions (Evans et al., 2005), change residencies frequently 

(Federman et al., 1996; Simpson & Fowler, 1994), lack family routines (Fiese & Winter, 2010; 

Matheny et al., 1995), and attend schools with high levels of environmental chaos, including 

noise exposure (Haines et al., 2002), overcrowding (National Center for Education Statistics, 

2000), and high rates of teacher turnover (Lee & Croninger, 1994). Family routines, however, 

have been found to predict positive child outcomes among low-income children (Ferretti & Bub, 

in press; Keltner, 1990). Classroom organization may also be an important buffer for children 

living in poverty. Indeed, children in organized classrooms exhibit greater engagement in 

learning (Rimm-Kaufman, Curby, Grimm, Nathanson, & Brock, 2009), more on task behavior, 

and higher levels of social and academic competence relative to their peers in less organized 

classrooms (Cameron, Connor, Morrison, & Jewkes, 2008; Wharton-McDonald, Pressley, & 

Mistretta-Hampston, 1998).   

Understanding the role that environmental chaos across contexts plays in children’s 

development is critical. Recent research has indicated that there is a growing lack of structure 
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and coordination within and across social systems, including the family and school (Evans et al., 

2010; Pianta, 2003). Thus, promoting strong home-school connections may offer an increasingly 

powerful way to stimulate children’s positive social, behavioral, and academic development 

(Bronfenbrenner & Evans, 2000; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998; Taylor & Adelman, 2000). 

Despite this, we do not know whether organization both at home (marked by family routines) 

and school (marked by classroom organization) is associated with positive social and academic 

outcomes. In addition, we do not know whether there are additive effects of home and school 

organization, or in other words whether children fare better when both settings are organized. 

Therefore, guided by the Ecological Contexts Model (Bronfenbrenner & Evans, 2000) and the 

Ecological and Dynamic Model of Transition (Rimm-Kauffman & Pianta, 2000), one goal of the 

current study was to investigate whether classroom organization predicts children’s social and 

academic outcomes in kindergarten above and beyond family routines. A second goal of the 

study was to explore whether classroom organization buffers low-income children from the 

negative effects of poverty. Further, to my knowledge no study has examined whether 

organization in one context can compensate for disorganization in another. It is possible that 

classroom organization may buffer low-income children with few family routines or family 

routines may buffer low-income children in unorganized classrooms from the negative effects of 

poverty and chaos. Thus, guided by the resilience framework (Luthar et al., 2000; Masten, 2001), 

the final goal of this study was to investigate whether classroom organization and family routines 

together moderate the associations between income and children’s social and academic 

outcomes.   
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The Transition to Kindergarten 

The transition to kindergarten is a pivotal developmental task in early childhood and a 

period when structure may be especially important because it is often a stressful time for children 

and families (Wildenger & McIntyre, 2011). As children move into formal schooling, they must 

assume new roles, goals, responsibilities, behaviors, and identities. For example, upon entry to 

kindergarten, children are faced with increased demands for independence and responsibility (Li-

Grining et al., 2010). There is also a new emphasis on academic skills and more focused 

expectations for behavior and performance (Perry & Weinstein, 1998; Pianta & Kraft-Sayre, 

2003; Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2000). In addition, children’s relationships change 

considerably; there is often less family involvement, decreased teacher presence in the context of 

increased class sizes, and new demands to interact with a wide range of children (Eckert et al., 

2008; Ladd et al., 2006; Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2000).  

Because a child’s academic trajectory is set very early in elementary school and 

children’s skills in kindergarten predict achievement in middle school and beyond (McClelland, 

Acock, & Morrison, 2006), failure to successfully navigate the kindergarten year can have 

damaging effects on a child’s long-term outcomes (Pelletier & Brent, 2002; Rimm-Kaufman & 

Pianta, 2000). For example, when compared to their peers with high learning-related skills (e.g., 

self-regulation and social competence), children with low skills in kindergarten scored 

significantly lower in reading and math between kindergarten and sixth grade (McClelland et al., 

2006). Furthermore, adults who attended low-quality kindergarten classrooms as children earn 

less, tend to live in lower quality, more dangerous neighborhoods, and are less likely to attend 

college or save for retirement than are their peers who attended high-quality kindergarten (Chetty 

et al., 2011). Because children with multiple economic stressors are already behind their more 
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advantaged peers on indicators of achievement at school entry (Fryer & Levitt, 2005; Murnane, 

Willett, Bub, & McCartney, 2006), understanding how parents and teachers can better support 

the development of low-income children during their kindergarten year is critical.   

Home-School Connections 

The two most influential contexts in which young children’s learning and development 

occur are the home and school. According to Bronfenbrenner and Morris (1998), children’s 

development is influenced by their interactions within each context, as well as the connections 

between settings. Similarly, Epstein’s (2001) framework of school engagement asserts that the 

home, school, and community are overlapping spheres of influence that share power and 

responsibility for children’s development. Thus, through shared information between home and 

school regarding ways to support learning, rules, and procedures within each context, parents and 

teachers can create more consistent messages about behavior and learning across contexts 

(Galindo & Sheldon, 2012). Establishing connections between families and schools also creates 

continuity across contexts and thus is essential in easing the transition to kindergarten for young 

children and their families (Christenson & Sheridan, 2001; Cox, 2005; Mangione & Speth, 

1998). Research indicates that children with parents who are more involved in their education, 

either at home, through communication with a teacher, or at the school, outperform their peers 

socially and academically (Henderson & Mapp, 2002). Parent involvement is associated with 

improved behavior at home and school (Sanders & Herting, 2000), increased social skills (Izzo, 

Weissberg, Kasprow, & Fendrich, 1999), and better attendance (Epstein, 2001). Similarly, on 

average, children of highly involved parents demonstrate higher grade point averages (Marcon, 

1999; Miedel & Reynolds, 1999) and scores on standardized tests (Shaver & Walls, 1998) when 

compared to their peers with less involved parents.  
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Home-school connections are particularly important for low-income children who enter 

school with numerous educational risks (Fantuzzo, McWayne, & Perry, 2004). Fantuzzo et al. 

(2004) found that among 114 Head Start children, home-based involvement activities, such as 

reading to a child at home and asking a child about school, were associated with higher academic 

achievement and lower classroom behavior problems. In addition, among a sample of 307 ethnic 

minority kindergarten children from a large urban school district, children of parents who 

provided a rich learning environment at home and helped their child practice what they learned 

in school exhibited higher levels of social skills, academic achievement in math and reading, and 

academic motivation (Hampton, Fantuzzo, Cohen, & Sekino, 2004). Research also indicates that 

parent involvement may mediate the relationship between poverty and student achievement 

during the transition to kindergarten (Cooper, Crosnoe, Suizzo, & Pituch, 2010). Cooper and her 

colleagues (2010) found that providing cognitively stimulating materials, including children in 

organized activities at home, and participating in school-based involvement mediate the 

relationship between poverty and children’s math and reading scores among low-income 

kindergarteners. These findings highlight that efforts to increase parent involvement may be 

critical in reducing the achievement gap, particularly during the transition to kindergarten.  

Epstein (2001) introduced six key ways parents can be involved in their child’s learning: 

(1) establish home environments that support child development, (2) communicate with teachers 

and school officials, (3) volunteer at the school, (4) encourage at-home learning, (5) participate 

in decision making (i.e., PTA or advocacy groups), and (6) collaborate with the community. In 

the current study, I focus on parents’ establishment of a supportive home environment through 

the use of family routines. Family routines organize the daily lives of families by providing order 

and predictability. Families who are able to establish and maintain consistent routines have 

49 
 



 
 

children who perform better in school and are more cooperative and compliant (Ferretti & Bub, 

in press; Fiese et al., 2002; Keltner, 1990). There is also some evidence to suggest that there may 

be long-term benefits of family routines across the transition to kindergarten (Decaro & 

Worthman, 2011; Ferretti & Bub, 2013). More specifically, children in families who engage in 

more family routines demonstrate larger increases in school readiness indicators (i.e., behavioral, 

cognitive, and physical health outcomes) between preschool and kindergarten (Ferretti & Bub, 

2013). Family routines provide an important support for children during a stressful transition, but 

as children begin to spend more time outside of the family we must also consider the role that the 

classroom plays in children’s social and academic development. 

Classroom Organization 

 Just as families use routines to organize their day-to-day activities and direct behavior 

within a home, teachers use classroom routines to organize day-to-day activities and direct 

behavior within a classroom. Classroom routines are a part of a larger construct referred to as 

classroom organization. Classroom organization includes non-instructional practices that help 

shape the classroom environment and prepare children for learning (Cameron et al., 2005; 

Wharton-McDonald et al., 1998), as well as actions by the teacher to establish order, engage 

students, or elicit cooperation with the goal of helping students participate in a learning 

opportunity (Cameron et al., 2008; Emmer & Stough, 2001). According to the Classroom 

Assessment Scoring System (CLASS; Pianta, La Paro, & Hamre, 2008), an observational 

instrument used to assess classroom quality, in highly organized classrooms, teachers use 

proactive rather than reactive approaches to discipline (e.g., avoids setting up situations in the 

classroom that may cause behavior problems), establish clear and stable routines (e.g., teacher 

provides an overall schedule to students so they know what to do), provide activities that are 
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interesting to children (e.g., uses a range of auditory, visual, and movement materials), and have 

clear expectations of behavior (e.g., rules are posted in the room) (Emmer & Stough, 2001; 

Pianta et al., 2008; Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2009). Classroom organization in the current study is 

comprised of indicators of behavior management, productivity, and instructional learning 

formats as outlined in the CLASS. 

Research examining the benefits of classroom organization to children’s learning, 

especially across the transition to kindergarten, is relatively nascent. Those studies that do exist 

suggest that teachers who provide organizational information (e.g., classroom rules, procedures) 

have students with strong behavior regulation (Donohue, Perry, & Weinstein, 2003; Pressley, 

Rankin, & Yokoi, 1996) and fewer behavior problems (Rutter, Maughan, Mortimore, Ouston, & 

Smith, 1979). This may be especially important for younger students who are being socialized to 

the classroom environment and are learning the rules, routines, and procedures of classroom 

settings for the first time (Brophy, 1988; Cameron et al., 2008). Classroom organization is also 

strongly associated with children’s engagement in learning (Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2009). For 

example, in a study of 1,268 kindergarten children, Pakarinen and her colleagues (2010) found 

that classroom organization, as defined by the CLASS, was positively correlated with children’s 

learning motivation. Classroom organization has also been found to benefit children 

academically. Classroom organization, defined as the amount of time teachers spend providing 

information about classroom events and instructional activities, is associated with greater gains 

in word reading skills among first grade children (Cameron et al., 2008). In addition, Ponitz and 

her colleagues (2009) found that first graders in more organized classrooms, assessed via 

observation using the CLASS, showed greater literacy, but not math, gains than children in 

poorly organized classrooms. 
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Gains in academic outcomes for children in well-organized classrooms may be explained, 

in part, by the fact that in more organized classrooms, teachers are able to spend more time on 

instructional activities and less time on behavior management (Guthrie, Schafer, & Huang, 

2001). Students in poorly managed classrooms receive fewer than 200 minutes of instructional 

time daily (Smith, 2000). Loss of instructional time often occurs around transitions (e.g., the time 

between activities or between parts of a lesson). In an elementary school classroom, 

approximately 31 major transitions (e.g., seatwork to small groups) occur per day, and they 

account for approximately 15% of classroom time (Burns, 1984). Research indicates the amount 

of time students spend engaged in academic activities is highly associated with their achievement 

(Marzano, Gaddy, & Dean, 2000; Silva, 2007). Time spent engaged in academic activities is 

even more critical for disadvantaged students for whom the link between instructional time and 

learning is strongest (Berliner, 1991; Smith, 2000). Classroom organization may be one tool to 

increase academic learning or time on-task in elementary school classrooms. Yinger (1979) 

argues that classroom routines make the classroom less susceptible to “breakdowns” during 

interruptions because students know the normal sequence of events. Others go a step further to 

assert that by providing a predictable time for a specific activity, classroom routines offer a 

ritualized context that frees children to deal with more complex, higher-order thinking (Au & 

Kawakami, 1984). In addition, Ponitz and her colleagues assert that classroom organization may 

be associated with positive child outcomes through modeling. In alignment with the Social 

Learning Theory (Bandura, 1971), children may structure their own learning and work habits by 

observing the classroom organization strategies of their teacher, which then encourages future 

independent learning.  
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 Classroom organization may be particularly beneficial for low-income children who often 

experience chaotic environments at home (e.g., crowding, noise, lack of routines) and school 

(e.g., unqualified teachers, high rates of turnover, lack of materials). However, research 

exploring classroom organization among young, low-income samples is limited. In a 2009 study, 

Rimm-Kaufman and her colleagues found that among 172 mostly European-American, rural 

children from working class and poor backgrounds (modal family income ranged from $15,000 

to $29,000), children enrolled in kindergarten classrooms with higher quality classroom 

organization, as measured by the CLASS, exhibited higher levels of self-control, less time off 

task, and more engagement in learning, even when controlling for other aspects of classroom 

quality. We know even less about the combined effects of home and school organization among 

low-income children. Using a sample of 277 African American single-mothers and their 7- to 15-

year-old child (M = age 11.40 years), Brody and his colleagues (2002) examined the unique 

contributions of parenting processes (i.e., monitoring and support) as reported by the mother and 

classroom processes (i.e., organization, rule clarity, and student involvement) as reported by the 

child on child self-regulation and adjustment. The researchers found that parenting and 

classroom processes were associated with self-regulation, which was positively linked with 

children’s adjustment. Further, in alignment with the resilience framework, they found that 

classroom processes can serve as a protective factor when parenting is compromised and vice 

versa. Although Brody et al.’s (2002) findings indicate that both the home and school contexts 

can serve as protective factors, we do not know whether home and school organization in 

particular benefit young low-income children, and even more importantly whether children in a 

chaotic home or school setting can be protected by organization in the contrasting setting. 
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Present Study 

The gap in social and academic abilities between poor and non-poor students begins well 

before children enter school and continues to grow throughout elementary school, but providing 

low-income children with structure both at home and school may contribute to positive 

developmental outcomes. Despite evidence indicating that family routines and an organized 

classroom each benefit young children (Cameron et al., 2008; Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2009), we 

know little about how family routines and classroom organization may work together to buffer 

low-income children from the negative effects of poverty during the kindergarten year. To 

address these gaps in our knowledge, I explore the following research questions: (1) Does 

classroom organization predict low-income children’s social and academic outcomes above and 

beyond family routines? (2) Does classroom organization moderate the relationship between 

income and children’s social and academic outcomes above and beyond family routines? and (3) 

Does classroom organization matter more for more disadvantaged children in homes with fewer 

routines and/or do family routines matter more for more disadvantaged children in classrooms 

with less organization? I expected that classroom organization would have a positive effect on 

children’s social and academic outcomes above and beyond family routines, such that children in 

more organized classrooms would be better adjusted. Further, I expected that classroom 

organization would moderate the negative impact of poverty and would serve as a protective 

factor for low-income children in families with few routines, while family routines would serve 

as a protective factor for low-income children in classrooms lacking organization.    
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Method 

Sample 

 Data for the current study were collected as part of the NTDS, a 6-year longitudinal 

randomized intervention trial that followed the development of former Head Start children and 

selected classmates from kindergarten through 3rd grade. The NTDS was conducted between 

1992 and 1998 and followed two cohorts of over 10,000 children in more than 450 public 

schools at 31 locations. The schools cover every major geographic area of the United States (30 

different states and the Navajo Nation), including rural and urban areas, and are ethnically 

diverse. The U.S. Congress legislated and funded the study to test whether providing 

comprehensive Head Start-like services to children and families from kindergarten through 3rd 

grade would help maintain former Head Start children’s positive academic, social, and health 

outcomes while also improving long-term outcomes (Ramey et al., 2001). Services included 

developmentally appropriate curricula, health, nutrition, and social services, as well as parent 

involvement activities. Elementary schools that agreed to participate in the study were randomly 

assigned to either a transition demonstration group (offering Head Start services) or a 

comparison group (offering no “official” Head Start services). It is important to note, however, 

that in many of the comparison schools, comprehensive educational, social, and health services 

were offered through other initiatives.  

Of the 10,392 children assessed in kindergarten, 4,325 were former Head Start 

participants, had complete data on the outcomes of interest (i.e., social skills, receptive 

vocabulary, reading and mathematics scores), and had school and classroom codes (necessary for 

merging data and for multi-level modeling). These children comprised my analytic sample. 

Participants were diverse with respect to gender (52% male) and ethnicity (29% AA, 8% 
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Hispanic, and 52% EA). Twenty-nine percent of the adult respondents had not completed high 

school. On average, there were 3 children and 2 adults in the home, although only 45% of 

households had the father in the home. The average income of the current sample was $801 to 

$1000 a month and all participants were formerly in Head Start, suggesting a relatively 

disadvantaged sample. Thus, from this point forward, families are referred to as more (lower 

monthly income) or less (higher monthly income) disadvantaged. Those who were not formally 

Head Start participants or without complete data were more highly educated (M = 4.74 among 

non-participants and M = 4.56 among participants), had higher incomes (M = 5.46 among non-

participants and M = 4.80 among participants), and more often had the father in the home (M = 

.54 among non-participants and M = .45 among participants). In addition, they had children who 

exhibited slightly higher parent (M = 93.55 among non-participants and M = 91.28 among 

participants) and teacher (M = 101.85 among non-participants and M = 99.42 among 

participants) reported social skills.         

Procedure 

 Data were collected via family interview, direct child assessments, teacher interview, 

principal reports, direct observations of classrooms, and review of school records. Family 

interviews, conducted predominantly with mothers, occurred in the respondent’s home and direct 

child assessments were conducted at the school sites by a trained researcher. Data from family 

interviews, direct child assessments, teacher interviews, classroom observations, and school 

records in kindergarten were utilized in the current study.   
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Measures 

Outcome Variables 

 Social skills. Parent and teacher ratings on the Social Skills Rating System (SSRS) 

(Gresham & Elliott, 1990) were used to reflect children’s social skills in the spring of 

kindergarten. Parents and teachers were asked to rate how often each of a series of behaviors that 

influence the child’s development of social competence and adaptive functioning occurred (0 = 

never; 1 = sometimes; and 2 = very often). Sample items include “makes friends easily,” and 

“controls temper in conflict situations with peers.” A standard total composite score with a mean 

of 100 and a standard deviation of 15 was used with higher scores indicating greater perceived 

social competence. The SSRS was normed on a diverse sample of more than 4,000 children and 

demonstrates high levels of internal consistency (Gresham & Elliott, 1990). The measure also 

has moderate concurrent and predictive validity. For example, it is correlated with other 

measures of social skills including the Social Behavior Assessment and Child Behavior Checklist 

(Gresham & Elliott, 1990).   

 Academic achievement. Two direct assessments were used to reflect children’s 

academic achievement in the spring of kindergarten: The Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test-

Revised (PPVT-R) (Dunn & Dunn, 1997) and the Woodcock-Johnson Psycho-Educational 

Battery-Revised (WJ-R) (McGrew et al., 1991). The PPVT-R is a widely used, reliable and valid 

measure of receptive vocabulary (the size and range of words that a child understands). The 

PPVT-R consists of 130 items in which an interviewer says a word (such as “hand,” “feather,” 

and “arrow”) and asks the child to choose “the best picture of it.” Words become progressively 

more difficult, and the interviewer stops when the child makes six consecutive errors (i.e., a 

“ceiling” is reached). The PPVT-R correlates moderately well with scholastic aptitude and verbal 
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intelligence measures (Dunn & Dunn, 1981) and has been found to be a good predictor of school 

performance among low-income children (McLoyd, 1998). The PPVT-R was standardized 

nationally on a representative sample of 5,028 participants. Internal consistency ranged from .61 

to .88 and the median test re-test reliability was approximately .78 (Ramey et al., 2001). A 

standard total composite score with a mean of 100 and a standard deviation of 15 was used and 

higher scores indicate better receptive vocabulary.  

Broad reading and mathematics scores from the widely used WJ-R were also used as a 

measure of academic achievement. The reading and mathematics tests consist of two subtests 

each: Letter-Word Identification and Passage Comprehension and Calculation and Applied 

Problems, respectively. Letter-Word Identification tests a child’s ability to match a pictorial 

representation of a word with an actual picture of the object. In the Passage Comprehension test 

children are asked to read a short passage and identify a missing key word. Calculation and 

Applied problems measure children’s skill in performing addition, subtraction, multiplication, 

and division. Standard scores for these tests are centered on a mean of 100 and the standard 

deviation is 15. The WJ-R has high reliability and validity (McGrew et al., 1991). To represent 

broad achievement, a total composite score was created by averaging the math and reading 

scores and higher scores indicate better overall achievement.  

Primary Predictors 

  Classroom organization. Teacher reports on the School Climate Survey (SCS; Kelley et 

al., 1986) were used to represent classroom organization in the spring of kindergarten (9 items; α 

= .83). Teachers were asked to rate on a 5-point Likert scale how much the community would 

agree with specific statements at the school-wide level (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly 

agree). Using the classroom organization domain of the Classroom Assessment Scoring System 
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(CLASS; Pianta et al., 2008) as a guide, I selected nine items to reflect the three sub-dimensions 

of classroom organization: behavior management, productivity, and instructional learning 

formats. Each of these dimensions was represented by three items and is described in more detail 

below. 

Behavior management. Behavior management measures the teacher’s ability to provide 

clear behavioral expectations and use effective methods to prevent and redirect misbehavior. 

Items from the CLASS include clear behavior expectations, anticipates problem behavior, uses 

positive feedback, and frequent student compliance. The three items from the School Climate 

Survey that were used to reflect behavior management are: “Teachers praise more often than 

scold,” “Students behave even when no teacher is watching,” and “There are clear rules for 

students to follow.” 

Productivity. Productivity measures how well the teacher manages instructional time. 

Items from the CLASS include activities and centers are ready as students arrive, students and 

teachers go about the day in an organized, efficient manner, and students know what is expected 

during transitions. The three items from the School Climate Survey that were used to reflect 

productivity include, “Taking attendance doesn’t interfere with teaching,” “Teacher spends most 

of class in a learning activity,” and “Outside interruptions are few.” 

Instructional learning formats. Instructional learning formats measures the ways in which 

the teacher maximizes students’ interest, engagement, and ability to learn. Items from the 

CLASS include teacher balances involvement with student exploration, teacher uses different 

materials in lessons, students are active participants, and teacher keep questions and directions 

clear. The three items from the School Climate Survey that were used to reflect instructional 
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learning formats include, “Teachers explain so students get work done,” “Students interested in 

learning new things,” and “Students work hard to complete school assignments.”  

Household income. Monthly household income, collected in the fall of kindergarten, was 

represented by a continuous variable (1 = $1 - $200/month, 2 = $201 – $400/month, 3 = $401 – 

$600/month, 4 = $601 – $800/month, 5 = $801 - $1000/month, 6 = $1001 - $1500, 7 = $1501 - 

$2000/month, 8 = $2001 – $3000/month, 9 = $3001 - $4000/month, 10 = $4001 - $5000/month, 

11 = $5001 - $6000/month, 12 = $6001 or more per month).  

Moderator  

Family routines. Parent responses to 28 items on the Family Routines Inventory (Boyce 

et al., 1983) were used to reflect family routines in the fall of kindergarten. Parents were asked to 

rate how often each week activities such as eating dinner together as a family, children going to 

sleep at a regular time, and working parents coming home at a regular time occurred (0 = almost 

never to 3 = almost every day). A standard total composite score was created by summing all 28 

items (α = .73). Higher scores reflect more family routines. The FRI has adequate reliability and 

validity (Jensen et al., 1983). This measure has been related to success of former Head Start 

children in elementary school (Keltner, 1990) and is thought to reflect one aspect of family 

organization.  

Control Variables 

 Family and child characteristics. Parental reports of child sex and race/ethnicity were 

collected at study entry. Child sex was represented by a dichotomous variable (Male = 0). 

Race/ethnicity was represented by four dichotomous variables: European American, African 

American, Hispanic, and Other. Respondent education was represented by a continuous variable 

(1 = Grades 1-4, 2 = Grades 5-8, 3 = Grades 9-12, 4 = High school graduate, 5 = GED, 6 = some 
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college, no degree, 7 = associate degree, 8 = bachelor’s degree, 9 = professional degree, 10 = 

doctorate). Ratio of total number of children in the home to number of adults in the home was 

represented by a continuous variable. As a proxy for partner status, which is not available in the 

NTDS dataset, I controlled for whether the father is in the home (1 = yes). Cohort was included 

as a control to account for differences in the timing of the data collection. Program participation 

was also included as a control to account for possible effects of the intervention. When income 

was included in the model, I also included the Basic Needs subscale of the Family Resources 

Scale (FRS; Dunst & Leet, 1987) to control for subjective poverty (α = .71). Using a 5-point 

scale (1 = not at all adequate and 5 = always adequate), parents rated how adequate they felt their 

resources are in several financial categories including income, food, housing, and health care. 

The Basic Needs subscale was created by taking the mean of 9 items (food for two meals a day, 

house or apartment, enough clothes for your family, heat for your house or apartment, indoor 

plumbing/water, medical care for your family, furniture for your home or apartment, telephone 

or access to a phone, and dental care for your family); higher scores indicate higher levels of 

perceived financial resources.   

 School characteristics. Number of adults present for 50% or more of the classroom 

observations and maximum number of children present during any observation cycle, both 

recorded by trained observers during the Assessment Profile, were included as an index of 

classroom teacher/child ratio. The ratio was represented by a continuous variable.  

Analysis Plan 

Preliminary analyses. Descriptive analyses were conducted to obtain means and 

standard deviations and bivariate correlations between all outcome and predictor variables were 

examined. Because multiple children shared the same classroom, it was possible that I would 
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need to account for the nesting of children within a classroom (i.e., for their shared experiences). 

Thus, to determine whether multi-level modeling (MLM) was needed, I began by fitting an 

unconditional means model for each outcome (parent and teacher reported social skills, receptive 

vocabulary, and academic achievement) and calculating the intra-class correlation (ICC) or 

amount of variation that exists within individuals (vs. between classroom). Teacher reported 

social skills (24%), receptive vocabulary (23%), and academic achievement (23%), all had ICCs 

greater than 10%, suggesting that a considerable amount of variation in the outcome is 

attributable to the shared classroom experience and thus MLM is needed (Singer & Willett, 

2003).  

Predictive analyses. To address my first research question of whether classroom 

organization predicts social skills, receptive vocabulary, and academic achievement above and 

beyond family routines, I first regressed each child outcome (i.e., parent reported social skills, 

teacher reported social skills, receptive vocabulary, and academic achievement) on classroom 

organization while controlling for family routines as well as an extensive set of child, family, and 

school characteristics. As noted above, to account for the interdependence of observations among 

children in the same classroom, I used MLM for three of the four outcomes (i.e., teacher reported 

social skills, receptive language, and academic achievement).  

Next, to investigate whether classroom organization moderates the relationship between 

income and child social and academic outcomes above and beyond family routines (my second 

research question), I added an interaction term between income and classroom organization to 

the model. As a final step, to determine whether classroom organization buffers low-income 

children with low levels of family routines from negative child outcomes, or vice versa (my third 

research question), I fit an additional model with a three-way interaction (i.e., Income X 
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Organization X Routines). All main effects and relevant two-way interactions were also included 

in this analysis. When an interaction was identified, I illustrated the magnitude and direction of 

those moderated associations by plotting the slopes for prototypical children with low (1 SD 

below the mean) and high (1 SD above the mean) income, classroom organization, and family 

routines. Again, to account for the nesting of children within the same classroom, I used MLM 

for the models examining teacher reported social skills, receptive vocabulary, and academic 

achievement. For all research questions, I controlled for a common set of child, family, and 

school variables in each model (i.e., child sex and race/ethnicity, perceived financial resources, 

maternal education, number of children and adults in the home, father present in the home, 

cohort, program participation, and number of children and adults in the classroom). All analysis 

were conducted using SPSS21. Missing data on the key predictors was handled using standard 

multiple imputation (MI) procedures outlined by Little and Rubin (2002) and Wideman (2006). 

For the models using multi-level modeling (teacher reported social skills, receptive vocabulary, 

and academic achievement), indicators of model fit included the -2 Log-likelihood, Akaike 

Information Criterion (AIC), and Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC) statistics. For parent 

reported social skills, where the ICC was less than 10%, I used a basic regression and thus model 

fit was evaluated using R2. 

Results 

Preliminary Analyses 

 Descriptive statistics. Sample means and standard deviations for the outcome, key 

predictor, and control variables are presented in Table 1. Intercorrelations among classroom 

organization, family routines, income, and child outcomes are presented in Table 2. Children 

displayed moderate social and academic outcomes, although there was considerable variability 
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around the mean. Monthly household income ranged from $1 - $200 per month to $5001 - $6000 

per month with an average monthly income of $801 - $1000 per month, suggesting a relatively 

disadvantaged sample. Teachers reported moderately high levels of classroom organization and 

on average, parents reported participating in family routines 3 to 5 days per week. More 

disadvantaged children tended to be in less organized classrooms and had fewer family routines 

when compared to less disadvantaged children. In addition, children in more organized 

classrooms, on average, exhibited higher teacher reported social skills, but not parent reported 

social skills, receptive vocabulary, or academic achievement. Parent reported social skills, on the 

other hand, was more highly associated with family routines, such that children in families with 

more routines exhibited better parent reported social skills when compared to their peers in 

families with fewer routines.  

Does classroom organization predict low-income children’s social and academic 

outcomes above and beyond family routines? Parameter estimates and goodness of fit 

statistics for both the controlled (i.e., classroom organization, family routines, child outcomes 

and child sex, race/ethnicity, perceived financial resources, income, maternal education, number 

of children and adults in the home, father present in the home, cohort, program participation, and 

number of children and adults in the classroom) and uncontrolled (i.e., just classroom 

organization, and the child outcome) models are presented in Tables 3 (parent and teacher 

reported social skills) and 4 (receptive vocabulary and academic achievement). Models 1 and 7 

reflect the controlled models and Models 2 and 8 reflect the uncontrolled models in both tables. 

All values reflect pooled estimates (with corrected standard errors) across the five imputations 

generated to address missing data. Results for teacher reported social skills, receptive 

vocabulary, and academic achievement are derived from multi-level models; results for parent 
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reported social skills are derived from a basic multiple regression model. Classroom organization 

significantly predicted one of the four outcomes examined. Specifically, children whose teachers 

reported higher levels of classroom organization exhibited higher teacher reported social skills in 

the spring of kindergarten (see Table 3, Model 7; β = .21, p < .01). There was no effect for parent 

reported social skills, receptive vocabulary, or academic achievement. The pattern of findings for 

the uncontrolled models was the same as that for the controlled models with one exception. 

Classroom organization significantly predicted receptive vocabulary, such that children in more 

organized classrooms exhibited higher levels of receptive vocabulary (see Table 4, Model 2; β = 

.13, p < .01).  

Does classroom organization moderate the relationship between income and child 

social and academic outcomes above and beyond family routines? Parameter estimates and 

goodness of fit statistics for models addressing research question two are presented in Tables 3 

and 4, Models 3 and 9. Again, uncontrolled estimates were included and are presented in Models 

4 and 10. To address this research question, I added to a model that included the direct effects of 

income and classroom organization on each child outcome (i.e., parent reported social skills, 

teacher reported social skills, receptive vocabulary, and academic achievement) an interaction 

term between income and classroom organization. Classroom organization moderated the 

association between income and parent reported social skills (see Table 3, Model 3). Contrary to 

expectation, children from more disadvantaged families who were in classrooms with high 

organization exhibited poorer parent reported social skills relative to children in classrooms with 

low organization, scoring approximately 2.5 points lower (see Figure 1). In contrast, children 

from less disadvantaged families who were in classrooms with high teacher reported 

organization exhibited better parent reported social skills relative to children in classrooms with 
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low organization. In other words, among less disadvantaged children, high levels of classroom 

organization appear to be beneficial for parent reported social skills; this was not the case for 

more disadvantaged children.  

The pattern of findings for the uncontrolled models was the same as that for the 

controlled models with one exception. Classroom organization also moderated the association 

between income and receptive vocabulary in an uncontrolled model (see Table 4, Model 4). 

Across both more and less disadvantaged children, the children with the highest receptive 

vocabulary scores were those in classrooms with high teacher reported organization, and those 

with the lowest receptive vocabulary scores were those in classrooms with low teacher reported 

classroom organization (see Figure 2). However, less disadvantaged children benefited more 

from classroom organization, scoring 7 points higher than more disadvantaged children in highly 

organized classrooms. In addition, the gap between scores from children in high and low 

organization classrooms was much greater for less disadvantaged children (5 points) than for 

more disadvantaged children (1 point).      

 Does classroom organization matter more for low-income children in homes with 

fewer routines and/or do family routines matter more for low-income children in 

classrooms with less organization? Parameter estimates and goodness of fit statistics for 

models addressing this research question are presented in Tables 3 and 4, Models 5 and 11. 

Uncontrolled estimates were included and are presented in Models 6 and 12. Again, estimates 

reflect pooled coefficients across multiple imputations and account for the nesting of children 

within classrooms for teacher reported social skills, receptive vocabulary, and academic 

achievement. To determine whether classroom organization matters more for more 

disadvantaged children in homes with fewer routines and vice versa, I created a model that 
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included the direct effects of income, classroom organization, and family routines on each child 

outcome (i.e., parent reported social skills, teacher reported social skills, receptive vocabulary, 

and academic achievement), as well as interaction terms between income and classroom 

organization, income and family routines, and family routines and classroom organization. A 

three-way interaction between income, classroom organization, and family routines was also 

included. Although the three-way interaction did not significantly predict any of the child 

outcomes, there were two noteworthy trends in the uncontrolled models – specifically for parent 

reported social skills and teacher reported social skills. Among more disadvantaged families, 

children with high levels of family routines and low levels of classroom organization exhibited 

better parent reported social skills than their peers, scoring approximately 15 points higher than 

children with low routines and high classroom organization, the lowest scoring group (see Figure 

3). Overall, more disadvantaged children with high levels of family routines and low levels of 

classroom organization exhibited better parent reported social skills than all children in the less 

disadvantaged group. More disadvantaged children with high levels of family routines and high 

classroom organization exhibited slightly better parent reported social skills than children with 

low levels of family routines and low classroom organization. The pattern of findings varied 

slightly for less disadvantaged families. Children in less disadvantaged families with high levels 

of family routines and high classroom organization exhibited the highest levels of parent 

reported social skills, scoring approximately 12 points higher than less disadvantaged children 

with low levels of family routines and high classroom organization, the lowest scoring group.  

Similar to the more disadvantaged group, less disadvantaged children with high levels of family 

routines and low classroom organization exhibited slightly better parent reported social skills 

than children with low levels of family routines and low classroom organization. Across both 
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more and less disadvantaged children, the children with the poorest parent reported social skills 

were those in families with low levels of family routines but in classrooms with high classroom 

organization.       

 The pattern of findings differed considerably for teacher reported social skills. In this 

model, among children from more disadvantaged families, children with high levels of classroom 

organization exhibited better teacher reported social skills than their peers, regardless of the level 

of family routines. Children with low levels of family routines and high levels of classroom 

organization, scored approximately 8 points higher than children with low routines and low 

classroom organization, the lowest scoring group (see Figure 4). Among less disadvantaged 

children, the high routines/high organization group exhibited significantly better teacher reported 

social skills than all of the other groups while the high routines/low organization group exhibited 

the poorest teacher reported social skills.  

Discussion 

Millions of American children are growing up in low-income families and 

neighborhoods. These children are more likely than their middle- or high-income peers to 

experience homes and schools characterized by high levels of chaos (i.e., high levels of noise, 

crowding, clutter, and lack of routine; Evans et al., 2010; Evans et al., 1999; Maxwell, 2010). 

Environmental chaos is associated with negative child outcomes, including difficulty responding 

to social cues, difficulty with self-regulation, and lower math and reading scores (Deater-

Deckard et al., 2009; Evans et al. 2005; Evans, 2006); however providing low-income children 

with structure, through family routines and classroom organization, may contribute to increased 

positive developmental outcomes. Research investigating the role of classroom organization in 

low-income children’s development is scarce, and even fewer studies explore simultaneously the 
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role that structure in both the home and school context plays in children’s development. Thus, 

the purpose of the current study was threefold: First, I investigated the role that classroom 

organization plays in children’s social and academic development; second I explored whether 

classroom organization moderates the relationship between income and child outcomes; and 

finally, I tested whether classroom organization and family routines work together to buffer low-

income children from the negative effects of poverty. Findings from this study indicate that 

structure, both at home and school, is associated with positive child outcomes for former Head 

Start participants in the spring of their kindergarten year. Given the salience of both contexts for 

early learning, this is a critical step for understanding how best to support low-income children’s 

development.     

Classroom Organization and Child Outcomes 

 Findings from this study partially supported my first hypothesis that classroom 

organization would be positively associated with children’s social and academic outcomes. More 

specifically, children in more organized classrooms exhibited better teacher reported social 

skills. This finding is consistent with prior research that indicates teachers who maintain more 

organized classrooms have students with fewer behavior problems (Rutter et al., 1979), stronger 

behavioral self-regulation, cooperation, and prosocial skills (Donohue et al., 2003; Rimm-

Kaufman et al., 2009), and stronger learning motivation (Pakarinen et al., 2010). Through 

classroom organization teachers may be modeling positive social skills, such as transitioning 

between classroom activities smoothly and using time appropriately. In accordance with Social 

Learning Theory (Bandura, 1971), students are observing these positive behaviors and then 

enacting them independently. Because there are new focused expectations for behavior when 

children are first adjusting to formal schooling, this process of modeling behavior may be 
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particularly important during the kindergarten year (Pianta & Kraft-Sayre, 2003; Rimm-

Kaufman & Pianta, 2000).  

Because early social skills predict later academic outcomes, learning to manage social 

behaviors is an essential first step in formal schooling for young children (Bub, 2009; Bub, 

McCartney, & Willett, 2007; Heckman, 2006; Raver & Knitzer, 2002). Importantly, teachers 

may be more focused on social and behavioral outcomes during the transition to kindergarten. A 

well-managed classroom allows for social skills to be developed and maintained. In fact, prior 

research indicates that when teachers create an organized classroom, they spend less time on 

behavior management and more time on instructional activities (Cameron et al., 2005; Guthrie et 

al., 2001). This is critical given that the amount of time children spend engaged in learning 

activities is highly associated with their academic achievement (Marzano et al., 2000), 

particularly for disadvantaged students (Berliner, 1990; Smith, 2000).   

 I also found that classroom organization was positively related to receptive vocabulary in 

a model without any control variables. Classroom organization may set the stage for positive 

teacher-child and child-child interactions that can expand vocabulary (Burchinal & Peisner-

Feinberg, 2002; Mashburn, Justice, Downer, & Pianta, 2009). In addition, language is an 

essential aspect of classroom organization. In an organized classroom, teachers take time to 

provide clear classroom rules and procedures, thus increasing the number of words to which 

students are exposed (Cameron et al., 2008). Finally, as was previously noted, classroom 

organization may allow for more instructional time (Cameron et al., 2005; Guthrie et al., 2001), 

which is directly linked with higher academic achievement.  

Prior research indicates there is a connection between classroom organization and broad 

academic achievement (Cameron et al., 2008; Ponitz et al., 2009). Thus, the fact that classroom 
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organization did not predict academic achievement was unexpected and is likely due to the 

coarse classroom organization measure used in the current study. The School Climate Survey 

(SCS) was not designed specifically to study classroom organization and teachers were asked to 

provide their perception of others’ views of the school environment; thus the true organization of 

specific classrooms was likely not portrayed. Both Cameron et al. (2008) and Ponitz et al. 

(2009), on the other hand, used observational measures to define classroom organization, which 

likely better capture the construct. Despite the limitations of the measure used in the current 

study, there is still some evidence that classroom organization matters for low-income 

kindergarteners’ outcomes. Based on prior research, I expect these associations would be even 

stronger with the use of an observational tool or multiple measures of classroom organization.  

Classroom Organization as a Moderator  

 Classroom organization moderated some of the associations between income and 

children’s outcomes, but the pattern was not always in the expected direction. For children from 

less disadvantaged families (i.e., higher monthly incomes), more organized classrooms appear to 

foster the development of positive social skills, as reported by parents. To my knowledge, this is 

the first study to investigate this relationship. Findings are in line with the Resilience Framework 

(Luthar et al., 2000; Masten, 2001) such that children in classrooms with high levels of 

organization are able to exhibit positive social skills despite adversity. In other words, classroom 

organization appears to buffer low-income children from the negative effects of poverty. 

Maintaining a sense of predictability within the classroom may offset some of the chaos 

associated with low-income households. Because these children were from somewhat less 

disadvantaged families, they may also be experiencing lower levels of chaos at home. As a 

result, they may be better able to take advantage of the structure offered at both home and 
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school. This finding provides additional support for the importance of creating aligned 

experiences across settings, especially for low-income children.   

Contrary to expectations, more disadvantaged children (i.e., lower monthly income) do 

not appear to benefit from higher classroom organization, at least for parent reported social 

skills. That is, children at the lower end of the income spectrum who attended more organized 

classrooms were reported by their parents to have lower social skills. More disadvantaged 

children likely live in households with higher levels of chaos and fewer family routines. Indeed, 

prior research indicates that although not equivalent, income and chaos are very highly correlated 

(Evans et al., 2005; Martin et al., 2011). Thus, when more disadvantaged children attend 

classrooms that are more organized, they may gain important self-regulation, cooperation, and 

other prosocial skills (Donohue et al., 2003; Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2009); however, when they 

return home to a chaotic environment, they may not be able to maintain the skills they learned in 

their highly structured classrooms. The children who experience chaos both at home and school, 

on the other hand, encounter a lack of structure in both contexts and in turn can better maintain 

positive behavior learned in one chaotic environment within another. These findings align with 

Bronfenbrener and Morris’ Ecological Contexts Model (1998), which asserts that children’s 

development is influenced by their interactions within each context, as well as the connections 

between settings. Organization at school may not improve children’s behaviors in extremely 

chaotic home environments. Thus, creating continuity across settings through home-school 

collaborations is essential.  

 There was also some evidence that classroom organization moderated the association 

between income and children’s receptive vocabulary such that children in more highly organized 

classrooms demonstrated higher receptive vocabulary. It is important to note, however, that this 
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finding was only present when all control variables were removed from the model, suggesting 

that there may be some important overlap between income and the child and family factors 

included here. On average, less disadvantaged children demonstrated significantly higher 

receptive vocabulary compared to more disadvantaged children at both high and low levels of 

classroom organization. Prior research indicates that poverty is negatively associated with 

language acquisition such that low-income children are slower to gain language skills (Duncan et 

al., 1994). Despite a generally low-income sample, less disadvantaged children likely enter 

school with more language skills than their more disadvantaged peers (Duncan et al., 1998). 

These early deficits may be difficult to regain by the spring of kindergarten, even in the context 

of a supportive classroom.  

Classroom Organization and Family Routines as Moderators 

 Contrary to expectation, I did not find evidence that classroom organization and family 

routines together significantly moderated the association between income and parent and teacher 

reported social skills, receptive vocabulary, and academic achievement, although for two 

outcomes, these interactions approached significance. It is important to keep in mind that these 

moderated associations were present only in the models without control variables. Nevertheless, 

they provide some evidence that there may be benefits to ensuring structure across environments 

for low-income children. More disadvantaged children with high levels of family routines and 

low classroom organization exhibited the highest parent reported social skills, while children 

with low family routines and high classroom organization exhibited significantly lower social 

skills (a 15 point gap). These findings indicate that what happens at home in the way of structure 

and routines may be especially critical for the kindergarten year. Indeed, as Epstein (2001) 

asserts, parent support and participation takes place not only on school grounds but also at home 
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by creating home environments that foster positive child development. One important form of 

support, particularly for families in poverty, may be family routines (Ferretti & Bub, 2013; 

Keltner, 1990). In fact, more disadvantaged children with high levels of family routines and low 

levels of classroom organization outperformed less disadvantaged children at all levels of family 

routines and classroom organization. This indicates that family routines may buffer (Luthar et al., 

2000; Masten, 2001) the most disadvantaged children from negative social outcomes.   

It is worth noting that this pattern of findings aligns with the income by classroom 

organization to parent reported social skills moderation I discussed earlier. Children in 

classrooms with high levels of organization but low levels of family routines exhibit the poorest 

parent reported social skills, possibly because of the differences in structure across contexts. 

Children practice social skills in a highly organized environment at school and are not able to 

maintain them in a chaotic home environment. Recall, also, that parents completed both the 

family routines measure and the social skills measure for this model. Thus, the pattern of 

findings identified here may simply reflect reporter bias such that parents who report more 

family routines may also report more favorably on their child’s social skills. This possibility is 

somewhat reduced by the relatively low correlation between family routines and parent-reported 

social skills (r=.25). Importantly, due to data limitations, I used a very coarse measure of 

classroom organization, which may not have adequately captured the structural elements of a 

classroom necessary to support children’s social skills. Additional research should be conducted 

utilizing valid and reliable measures of both family routines and classroom organization in order 

for the relationships between both contexts to be fully understood.  

 The three-way interaction for teacher reported social skills also approached significance 

and was more in line with my hypothesis. Teachers who are able to create an organized 
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classroom have students with better social outcomes, even when those children come from 

families with low levels of family routines. Having family routines in addition to an organized 

classroom was especially important for the less disadvantaged children (there was a 5 point 

difference between children in the high routines/high organization and low routines/high 

organization groups) but made no difference for the more disadvantaged children. These findings 

highlight that classroom teachers may be able to buffer children with chaotic home environments 

from negative social outcomes by providing an environment marked by clear and stable routines, 

clear expectations, and proactive rather than reactive discipline. Among less disadvantaged 

children, those with high levels of family routines and low classroom organization exhibited the 

lowest levels of teacher reported social skills. This provides additional evidence for the critical 

importance of structure within each context. It also suggests that additional work is needed to 

fully explore the role that classroom organization plays in children’s development for children 

from disadvantaged backgrounds.  

Limitations and Future Directions 

 Although the results from the current study contribute to our knowledge about the role of 

classroom organization in the development of young children, several limitations must be noted. 

First, because the data for the current study were not collected specifically to examine classroom 

organization, the available measures were limited. Classroom organization was measured very 

coarsely in the spring of kindergarten utilizing the SCS. The SCS asks teachers to “rate how 

much ‘most people’ would agree with given statements about the school environment” (Ramey 

et al., 2001) rather than asking for the teacher’s evaluation of the actual environment in their 

classroom. Future research should utilize observational measures of classroom organization to 

fully understand the role of structure within specific classrooms, on specific outcomes. A new bi-
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factor structure created by the founders of the CLASS includes a proactive management and 

routines dimension and may assist researchers in this endeavor (Hamre, Hatfield, Pianta & Jamil, 

in press). Teacher perceptions of classroom chaos may also be captured using newly developed 

survey methods (e.g., the Life in Early Childhood Programs; Wachs et al., 2004). In addition, 

future research should measure classroom organization at multiple time points, including during 

preschool and in the fall of kindergarten.  Prior research indicates that there are significant 

changes in classroom structure from preschool to kindergarten (Holland, 2014) and better 

understanding changes in classroom organization, in particular, may allow practitioners to more 

adequately align these settings, thereby helping ease the transition to kindergarten. Nevertheless, 

the fact that this coarse measure predicts and moderates child outcomes suggests that classroom 

organization may be a promising tool for helping children adjust during the kindergarten year.  

Second, the findings are correlational and causal relations cannot be explored. It is likely 

that children’s social skills, for example, contribute to the presence of classroom organization. 

Longitudinal research is needed to determine the causal direction of these relationships. 

Similarly, future research should explore the child, teacher, and school characteristics that 

predict classroom organization. For example, children’s social skills, teacher depression, or the 

physical environment of the school may contribute to whether teachers are able to establish and 

maintain classroom organization. Exploring the factors that influence classroom organization 

will help inform prevention and intervention efforts so that practitioners can create tools to help 

teachers create an organized classroom environment. Likewise, exploring the influence of 

classroom organization on teachers should also be investigated. Teachers in more organized 

classrooms may engage in more positive teacher-child interactions, for example, which are 

associated with positive child outcomes (Burchinal et al., 2008; Hamre & Pianta, 2001). In this 
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way, the relationship between classroom organization and child outcomes may be mediated or 

moderated by other teacher, child, or school factors.  Understanding the mechanisms through 

which classroom organization predicts child development, or in other words, why and how 

classroom organization matters is a critical next step.  

Finally, the participants in the current study were former Head Start families; however 

families were not chosen at random and the sample is not nationally representative of former 

Head Start children as a whole. Thus, these results may not be as generalizable. Although all 

participants were former Head Start families (and were required to meet Head Start income 

brackets), it is possible that financial circumstances changed for some of the families and I did 

not exclude families based on monthly income. Nevertheless, the average income was quite low 

and thus I expect I would see a similar pattern of findings among other low-income samples.  

Implications 

 Despite the limitations, the current findings have several implications for prevention and 

intervention work. Both the home and school settings, as well as the connections between these 

settings, are important for positive child development (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998). 

Unfortunately, low-income children often experience chaos in both settings, which is negatively 

associated with child outcomes (Evans et al., 2010; Haines et al., 2002; Lee & Croninger, 1994). 

The current study indicates that researchers and practitioners should work to reduce chaos in 

both settings simultaneously. Although the positive benefits of classroom organization may 

influence child behavior at home, and vice versa, it appears that organization within each setting 

is most salient for behaviors within that setting. Thus, it is important that we work to align 

structure across contexts. School districts should find ways to encourage teacher/parent 

collaboration and communication. Teachers may be able to assist parents in creating organization 
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through resources such as a family routines chart, which can mirror the posted schedule often 

seen in early childhood classrooms. Such a chart can assist parents, teachers, and children in 

being aware of the routine and taking pride in accomplishing the set tasks. However, techniques 

to create structure should not be unidirectional, or just from teachers to parents. Parents offer a 

rich information base regarding routines their child participates in surrounding activities such as 

mealtime and bedtime, among others, that may help the child ease into similar activities at 

school.    

 Teacher training regarding the importance of classroom organization and how it can be 

established and maintained may also be beneficial, particularly for incoming teachers who are 

often the most disorganized (Emmer & Strough, 2001). Schools serving low-income students 

often have fewer resources but creating organized classrooms is relatively inexpensive and is 

something that teachers can understand and implement with minimal assistance. In addition, 

school-wide classroom organization techniques can be implemented to help ease the transition 

from teacher to teacher (Leinhardt, Weidman, & Hammond, 1987). Intervention studies have 

reinforced the importance of organizational activities. With only brief training through manuals 

or short presentations on classroom time and behavior management, two different studies found 

teachers in experimental conditions displayed better time management, more effectively carried 

out routines, and described objectives more clearly when compared to teachers in control 

conditions (Evertson, Emmer, Sanford, & Clements, 1983; Woolfolk & Woolfolk, 1986). In turn, 

they had students who were less disruptive and more on task (Evertson et al., 1983), conditions 

linked with higher levels of academic achievement (Marzano et al., 2000; Silva, 2007). Given the 

importance of aligning contexts, in the future practitioners may consider creating workshops in 

which parents and teachers can attend together so that similar techniques are utilized across 
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settings. Both parents and teachers play a key role in reducing chaos and increasing positive 

development for low-income children, and increasing organization within and across settings is a 

promising tool to do so.   
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Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics for All Study Variables  

 

 

 

  

 
Variable 

Mean/%  
(SD) 

Range 

Outcomes   

Social Skills – Parent Report 91.28 
(15.35) 

53 to 130 

Social Skills – Teacher Report 99.42 
(16.03) 

44 to 130 

Receptive Vocabulary  90.58 
(15.60) 

40 to 159 

Academic Achievement 87.02 
(13.08) 

34 to 152 

Predictors   

Classroom Organization 35.20 
(5.18) 

9 to 48 

Monthly Household Income 4.80 
(2.08) 

1 to 11 

Moderator   

Family Routines 54.39 
(9.70) 

19 to 84 

Controls   
Male 47% 0 to 1 
European-American 52% 0 to 1 
African-American 29% 0 to 1 
Hispanic 8% 0 to 1 

Financial Resources 4.54 
(.51) 

1 to 5 

Respondent Education Level 4.56 
(1.56) 

1 to 10 

Total Number of Children in the 
Home 

2.79 
(1.35) 

1 to 11 

Total Number of Adults in the Home 1.88 
(.83) 

1 to 11 

Number of Children in Classroom 20.40 
(4.13) 

6 to 35 

Number of Adults in Classroom 1.63 
(.70) 

1 to 5 

Father is in Home 45% 0 to 1 
Demonstration Group  54% 0 to 1 
Cohort 1 54% 0 to 1 
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Table 2 

Intercorrelations between Outcomes, Classroom Organization, Income, Financial Resources and Family Routines 

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Outcomes        

1. Social Skills – Parent Report --       

2. Social Skills – Teacher Report .18*** --      

3. Receptive Vocabulary .13*** .21*** --     

4. Academic Achievement .13*** .25*** .39*** --    

Predictors         
5. Classroom Organization .02 .14*** .09*** .05** --   

6. Monthly Household Income .06*** .12*** .17*** .10*** .14*** --  

Moderator        

7. Family Routines .25*** .05** .11*** .07*** .07*** .20*** -- 

**p  < .01 ***p  < .001   
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Table 3 

Regression Models Testing Direct Effects of Classroom Organization, Two-way Interactions and Three-way Interactions for Parent 

and Teacher Reported Social Skills (unstandardized results with SD in parentheses) 

Variables 

Parent Reported Social Skills Teacher Reported Social Skills 
 

Model 
1 

Cont. 
 

Model 
2 

Uncont. 

Model 
3 

Cont. 

Model 4 
Uncont. 

Model 5 
Cont. 

Model 6 
Uncont. 

Model 7 
Cont. 

Model 8 
Uncont. 

Model 9 
Cont. 

Model 10 
Uncont. 

Model 
11 

Cont. 

Model 12 
Uncont. 

Classroom Organization 
(Corg) 

-.003 
(.04) 

.025 
(.05) 

-.26* 
(.12) 

-.30* 
(.12) 

.27 
(.68) 

.39 
(.69) 

.21** 
(.07) 

.24** 
(.07) 

.22+ 
(.13) 

.19 
(.12) 

1.18 
(.72) 

1.26+ 
(.73) 

Monthly Income -.02 
(.13)  -1.74* 

(.79) 
-1.69* 
(.82) 

7.13 
(5.02) 

7.77 
(5.08) 

.43** 
(.13)  -.05 

(.84) 
-.08 
(.83) 

8.00 
(5.35) 

8.69 
(5.42) 

Family Routines .33*** 
(.02)  .35*** 

(.03)  .78 
(.45) 

.89+ 
(.45) 

.04 
(.03)  .05+ 

(.03)  .66 
(.47) 

.74 
(.48) 

Interactions             
Income*Corg   .047* 

(.02) 
.061** 
(.02) 

-.17 
(.14) 

-.19 
(.14)   .01 

(.02) 
.03 

(.02) 
-.22 
(.15) 

-.23 
(.15) 

Income*FR     -.16+ 
(.09) 

-.17+ 
(.09)     -.14 

(.10) 
-.16 
(.10) 

Corg*FR     -.01 
(.01) 

-.01 
(.01)     -.02 

(.01) 
-.02 
(.01) 

Income*Corg*Family 
Routines     .004 

(.003) 
.004+ 
(.003)     .004 .004+ 

(.003) 
Covariates             
Male -

2.90*** 
(.45) 

 
-

2.94*** 
(.50) 

 -2.92*** 
(.50)  .52 

(.45)  .44 
(.50)  .44 

(.50)  

African American 1.77** 
(.54)  1.50* 

(.60)  1.52* 
(.60)  -1.25* 

(.64)  -1.62* 
(.69)  -1.57* 

(.69)  

Hispanic 6.09*** 
(.87)  5.79*** 

(1.10)  5.74*** 
(1.01)  2.68** 

(.93)  2.25* 
(1.07)  2.27* 

(1.07)  

Other 1.23 
(.76)  2.35** 

(.89)  2.32** 
(.89)  .04 

(.81)  -1.07 
(.94)  -1.06 

(.94)  

Financial Resources 2.39*** 
(.46)  2.65*** 

(.53)  2.68*** 
(.53)  .48 

(.47)  .66 
(.54)  .65 

(.54)  
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Education Level .96*** 
(.15)  1.04*** 

(.17)  1.05*** 
(.17)  .65*** 

(.15)  .73*** 
(.17)  .73*** 

(.17)  

Father in Home -.96+ 
(.52)  -1.05+ 

(.58)  -1.10+ 
(.58)  1.73** 

(.53)  2.01** 
(.59)  2.01** 

(.59)  

Ratio of Children to 
Adults in Home 

-
1.15*** 
(.22) 

 
-

1.13*** 
(.25) 

 -1.13*** 
(.25)  -.17 

(.23)  -.09 
(.26)  -.08 

(.26)  

Ratio of Children to 
Adults in Classroom 

-.02 
(.04)  -.03 

(.04)  -.03 
(.04)  .02 

(.05)  .02 
(.05)  .02 

(.05)  

Demonstration Group -.65 
(.45)  -.48 

(.50)  -.50 
(.50)  .08 

(.62)  -.04 
(.68)  -.06 

(.68)  

Cohort .24 
(.45)  .16 

(.50)  .13 
(.50)  .51 

(.62)  .92 
(.68)  .91 

(.68)  

Fit Statistics             
-2LL (df) 

      35795.01 
(17) 

39137.53 
(4) 

29077.37 
(18) 

29547.923 
(6) 

29074.33 
(21) 

29539.37 
(10) 

AIC       35828.89 39145.53 29113.37 29559.923 29116.33 29559.37 
BIC 

      35937.34 39171.36 29224.34 29597.001 29245.80 29621.18 

R2 (df) .091 
(14) 

.000 
(1) 

.096 
(15) 

.007  
(3) 

.098 
(18) 

.061  
(7)       

Note: Cont. represents the controlled models and Uncont. represents the uncontrolled models. +p < .10 *p  < .05 **p  < .01 ***p  < .001   
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Table 4 

Regression Models Testing Direct Effects of Classroom Organization, Two-way Interactions and Three-way Interactions for Receptive 

Vocabulary and Academic Achievement (unstandardized results with SD in parentheses) 

Variables 

Receptive Vocabulary (PPVT) Academic Achievement 
 

Model 1 
Cont. 

 

Model 2 
Uncont. 

Model 3 
Cont. 

Model 4 
Uncont. 

Model 5 
Cont. 

Model 6 
Uncont. 

Model 7 
Cont. 

Model 8 
Uncont. 

Model 9 
Cont. 

Model 10 
Uncont. 

Model 
11 

Cont. 

Model 12 
Uncont. 

Classroom Organization 
(Corg) 

.01 
(.06) 

.13* 
(.06) 

-.03 
(.11) 

-.11 
(.13) 

.47 
(.63) 

.86 
(.68) 

.01 
(.05) 

.04 
(.05) 

.04 
(.11) 

-.07 
(.11) 

.05 
(.58) 

-.02 
(.59) 

Monthly Income .44*** 
(.12)  .13 

(.75) 
-.63 
(.82) 

2.06 
(4.73) 

3.09 
(5.05) 

.17 
(.11)  .44 

(.69) 
-.05 
(.69) 

-2.97 
(4.26) 

-3.63 
(4.30) 

Family Routines .06* 
(.02)  .07** 

(.03)  .31 
(.42) 

.59 
(.44) 

.03 
(.02)  .03 

(.02)  .07 
(.38) 

.11 
(.38) 

Interactions             
Income*Corg   .01 

(.02) 
.05* 
(.02) 

-.07 
(.13) 

-.11 
(.14)   -.01 

(.02) 
.02 

(.02) 
.09 

(.12) 
.11 

(.12) 
Income*FR     -.03 

(.09) 
-.07 
(.09)     .05 

(.08) 
.06 

(.08) 
Corg*FR     -.01 

(.01) 
-.02 
(.01)     -.001 

(.01) 
-.002 
(.01) 

Income*Corg*Family 
Routines     .001 

(.002) 
.003 

(.002)     -.001 
(.002) 

-.001 
(.002) 

Covariates             
Male -.54 

(.42)  -.44 
(.45)  -.45 

(.45)  1.93*** 
(.37)  1.97*** 

(.41)  1.97*** 
(.41)  

African American -9.32*** 
(.56)  -9.04*** 

(.60)  -9.02*** 
(.60)  .41 

(.52)  .42 
(.57)  .40 

(.57)  

Hispanic -12.18*** 
(.83)  -12.66*** 

(.95)  -12.62*** 
(.95)  .42 

(.76)  -.12 
(.88)  -.11 

(.88)  

Other -6.54*** 
(.73)  -6.11*** 

(.84)  -6.08*** 
(.84)  -.37 

(.66)  -.51 
(.77)  -.53 

(.77)  

Financial Resources 1.27** 
(.43)  1.11* 

(.49)  1.08* 
(.49)  .86* 

(.39)  1.12* 
(.44)  1.11* 

(.44)  

Education Level 1.87*** 
(.14)  1.95*** 

(.15)  1.94*** 
(.15)  1.19*** 

(.13)  1.19*** 
(.14)  1.19*** 

(.14)  
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Father in Home -2.06*** 
(.48)  -2.09*** 

(.54)  -2.06*** 
(.53)  .63 

(.43)  .59 
(.49)  .62 

(.49)  

Ratio of Children to 
Adults in Home 

-1.52*** 
(.21)  -1.43*** 

(.23)  -1.42*** 
(.23)  -.82*** 

(.18)  -.71** 
(.21)  -.70** 

(.21)  

Ratio of Children to 
Adults in Classroom 

.06 
(.05)  .07 

(.05)  .07 
(.05)  .05 

(.04)  .06 
(.05)  .06 

(.06)  

Demonstration Group .46 
(.51)  -.31 

(.56)  -.32 
(.55)  -.13 

(.51)  -.59 
(.56)  -.57 

(.56)  

Cohort -2.17*** 
(.51)  -1.63** 

(.56)  -1.63** 
(.55)  -.18 

(.51)  .22 
(.56)  .25 

(.56)  

Fit Statistics             
-2LL (df) 34930.33 

(17) 
39114.76 

(4) 
28330.23 

(18) 
29382.71 

(6) 
28327.31 

(21) 
29352.52 

(10) 
20459.28 

(17) 
37261.30 

(4) 
27713.60 

(18) 
28223.74 

(6) 
27709.27  

(21) 
28212.74 

(10) 
AIC 34964.33 39122.76 28366.23 29394.71 28369.21 29372.52 34069.00 37269.30 27749.60 28235.74 27751.27 28232.74 
BIC 

35072.65 39148.60 28477.22 29431.79 28498.69 29434.32 34177.32 37295.14 27860.58 28272.82 27880.75 28294.53 

Note: Cont. represents the controlled models and Uncont. represents the uncontrolled models.  *p  < .05 **p  < .01 ***p  < .001   
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Figure 1. Income predicting parent reported social skills at high and low levels of classroom 

organization 

 

 
 

 
Figure 2. Income predicting receptive vocabulary at high and low levels of classroom 

organization (uncontrolled model) 
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Figure 3. Income predicting parent reported social skills at high and low levels of classroom 

organization and family routines (uncontrolled model) 

 

 

 
 
Figure 4. Income predicting teacher reported social skills at high and low levels of classroom 

organization and family routines (uncontrolled model) 
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IV.   General Discussion 

More than 25% of American children under the age of 6 live in poor or low-income 

families (National Center for Children in Poverty, 2013). On average, low-income children are 

more likely to live in crowded, noisy conditions, change residencies frequently, and lack family 

routines (Evans & English, 2002; Federman et al., 1996; Fiese & Winter, 2010). In addition, 

low-income children attend schools with high levels of noise exposure, overcrowding, and high 

rates of teacher turnover (Haines et al., 2002; Lee & Croninger, 1994). Children developing in 

chaotic environments exhibit poorer social and academic outcomes (Deater-Deckard et al., 2009; 

Hardaway et al., 2012). Given the large number of American children living in poverty, and the 

sustained economic crisis we are currently experiencing, it is critical that researchers begin to 

find ways to decrease chaos in low-income environments in order to better support the 

development of ecologically vulnerable children. Structure provided by family routines and 

classroom organization may be one means of increasing positive development among low-

income children.  

This dissertation explored how family routines benefit low-income kindergartners as well 

as whether family routines and classroom organization work together to buffer low-income 

children from the negative effects of poverty. Several findings are noteworthy. First, among a 

low-income sample, family routines appear to both mediate and moderate the association 

between income and children’s outcomes. More specifically, low-income children in somewhat 

more advantaged families (i.e., higher monthly incomes) participated in more family routines, 
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which in turn predicted better social skills. In contrast, among low-income children in more 

disadvantaged families (i.e., lower monthly incomes), children from families with higher levels 

of family routines exhibited better academic achievement than children from families with fewer 

routines. Using a more reliable measure of family routines than often previously used, these 

findings lend greater support to the notion that family routines can be beneficial for low-income 

children’s development (Anderson & Whitaker, 2010; Ferretti & Bub, in press; McCloyd et al., 

2008). Further, consistent with a resilience framework (Luthar et al., 2000; Masten, 2001), 

results indicate that low-income families are able to establish and maintain family routines 

despite the adversity associated with poverty. As such, family routines may be a simple yet 

effective tool to help low-income families with young children provide important supports for 

their development, particularly as they begin formal schooling. Future research should explore 

the causal directions of the relationships outlined here as well as the child, family, and 

neighborhood characteristics that predict the establishment and maintenance of family routines.  

The second noteworthy finding from this study is that classroom organization moderates 

the association between income and parent reported social skills and receptive vocabulary. 

Unexpectedly, children from more disadvantaged families who were in classrooms with high 

organization exhibited poorer parent reported social skills relative to children in classrooms with 

low organization. These findings indicate the home-school connection may be particularly 

important for low-income children. When children from particularly chaotic home environments 

attend classrooms with high levels of organization, they may gain self-regulation, cooperation, 

and other prosocial skills (Donohue et al., 2003; Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2009); however, these 

skills are learned in a highly structured, organized environment that the children come to rely on. 

When these children return home, they may not be able to maintain the skills previously 
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garnered. There is ample research demonstrating that when families are involved in children’s 

learning and development both at home and in school, children do better socially and 

academically (Fantuzzo et al., 2004; Garrison & Reynolds, 2006; Henderson & Mapp, 2002). 

Thus, school districts should work to find ways to encourage teacher/parent collaboration and 

communication. This partnership is essential, especially when working to improve low-income 

children’s outcomes. Teachers may be able to help parents in creating organization at home, and 

parents may be able to inform teachers of the strategies they use at home that can also be used in 

the classroom (McCartney, Dearing, Taylor, & Bub, 2007). Given the importance of aligning 

contexts, in the future practitioners may consider creating workshops in which parents and 

teachers can attend together so that similar techniques are utilized across settings. 

Finally, information can also be gleaned from relationships that were not statistically 

significant. Classroom organization positively predicted teacher reported social skills and 

receptive vocabulary but not parent reported social skills or academic achievement. In addition, 

there were no significant three-way interactions found in the current study, although several 

three-way interactions approached statistical significance. The limited number of findings is in 

direct contrast with existing research that suggests classroom organization positively predicts 

children’s outcomes (Cameron et al., 2008; Pakarinen et al., 2010; Ponitz et al., 2009). Although 

this may suggest that classroom organization does not predict these positive outcomes, my 

inability to detect effects is more likely due to the coarse measurement of classroom organization 

used here (i.e., teachers were asked to provide their perception of others’ views of the school 

environment). Future research should work to utilize more in-depth survey (e.g., the Life in Early 

Childhood Programs) and observational measures (e.g., CLASS) of classroom organization. In 

addition, researchers should work to incorporate quality measures of family routines (e.g., FRI; 
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daily dairies) and classroom organization in the same study so that links between structure across 

contexts can be better understood. Moreover, longitudinal research is needed to determine the 

causal directions of relationships between structure and child outcomes. In future research, 

structure (i.e., family routines and classroom organization) should be measured across the 

kindergarten transition, a time when a child’s experiences can change drastically and routines 

may be particularly important. Understanding the factors that influence family routines and 

classroom organization will help inform prevention and intervention efforts so that practitioners 

can create tools to help parents and teachers create organized environments that encourage 

positive child development.     

 Taken together, findings from the current studies indicate environmental structure 

matters. Young low-income children benefit from family routines and classroom organization. 

Moreover, structural alignment across home and school contexts may be particularly important 

for positive child development among a low-income population. The results of these studies 

begin to answer how structure matters but there are still many questions to be answered including 

why structure matters for particular populations and what predicts structure over time. 

Researchers and practitioners should work together to answer these questions and, more 

importantly, to utilize the findings to inform future prevention and intervention efforts. 
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Appendix A 

Family Routines Inventory (Jensen et al., 1983) 

1. Parent(s) have some time each day for just talking with the children 

2. Parent(s) have certain things they do every morning while getting ready to start the day 

3. Working parent has a regular play time with the children after coming home from work 

4. Working parent takes care of the children sometime almost every day 

5. Children do the same things each morning as soon as they wake up 

6. Parent(s) and children play together sometime each day 

7. Non-working parent and children do something together outside the home almost every 

day (e.g., shopping, walking, etc.) 

8. Family has a ‘quiet time’ each evening when everyone talks or plays quietly 

9. Family goes some place special together each week 

10. Family has a certain ‘family time’ each week when they do things together at home 

11. Parent(s) read or tell stories to the children almost every day 

12. Each child has some time each day for playing alone 

13. Children take part in regular activities after school 

14. Young children go to play-school the same days each week 

15. Children do their homework at the same time each day or night during the week 

16. Parents have a certain hobby or sport they do together regularly 

17. Children have special things they do or ask for each night at bedtime (e.g., a story, a 

good-night kiss, a drink of water) 

18. Children go to bed at the same time almost every night 

19. Family eats at the same time each night 
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20. At least some of the family eats breakfast together almost every morning 

21. Whole family eats dinner together almost every night 

22. At least one parent talks to his or her parents regularly 

23. Family regularly visits with relatives 

24. Family checks in or out with each other when someone leaves or comes home 

25. Working parent(s) come home from work at the same time each day 

26. Family has certain things they almost always do to greet the working parent(s) at the end 

of the day 

27. Parent(s) have certain things they almost always do each time children get out of line 

28. Children do regular household chores 
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