University of
< Reading

Consistent routines matter: child routines
mediated the association between
interparental functioning and school
readiness

Article
Published Version
Creative Commons: Attribution 4.0 (CC-BY)

Open access

Ren, L., Boise, C. and Cheung, R. Y. M. ORCID:
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0998-7991 (2022) Consistent
routines matter: child routines mediated the association
between interparental functioning and school readiness. Early
Childhood Research Quarterly, 61. pp. 145-157. ISSN 0885-
2006 doi: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2022.07.002
Available at https://centaur.reading.ac.uk/107923/

It is advisable to refer to the publisher’s version if you intend to cite from the

work. See Guidance on citing.
Published version at: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2022.07.002

To link to this article DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2022.07.002

Publisher: Elsevier

All outputs in CentAUR are protected by Intellectual Property Rights law,
including copyright law. Copyright and IPR is retained by the creators or other
copyright holders. Terms and conditions for use of this material are defined in
the End User Agreement.



http://centaur.reading.ac.uk/71187/10/CentAUR%20citing%20guide.pdf
http://centaur.reading.ac.uk/licence

University of
< Reading
www.reading.ac.uk/centaur

CentAUR

Central Archive at the University of Reading

Reading’s research outputs online


http://www.reading.ac.uk/centaur

Early Childhood Research Quarterly 61 (2022) 145-157

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect Early
Childhood
Research
Quarterly

Early Childhood Research Quarterly

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/ecresq

Consistent routines matter: Child routines mediated the association n
between interparental functioning and school readiness™

Lixin Ren?, Courtney BoiseP, Rebecca Y.M. Cheung“*

aEast China Normal University, Faculty of Education, Shanghai, China

b Department of Behavioral Sciences, Southeastern Oklahoma State University, Durant, Oklahoma, USA

¢ Department of Early Childhood Education, Centre for Child and Family Science, and Centre for Psychosocial Health, The Education University of Hong Kong,
Tai Po, N.T., Hong Kong

ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Article history:

Received 18 September 2021
Revised 16 June 2022
Accepted 6 July 2022

Available online 1 August 2022

School readiness is critical to children’s academic and social-emotional success at school entry and over
time. Using structural equation modeling, this study examined the mediating role of consistent child
routines in the association between interparental functioning and school readiness among preschool-aged
children in China. Participants included 349 preschoolers and both of their parents. Data were collected
across two time points with 1.5 years apart. Consistency in child routines was found to mediate the
association between maternal interparental functioning and child school readiness. Specifically, mother-
perceived marital satisfaction was positively related to their contributions to coparenting, which further
had a positive association with consistency in child routines, and this eventually predicted children’s
school readiness across multiple indicators. However, different patterns of findings emerged for paternal
interparental functioning. Father-perceived marital satisfaction was directly linked to consistency in child
routines without the mediation effect of paternal coparenting, which, in turn, predicted school readiness.
Fathers’ contributions to coparenting also directly predicted children’s social-emotional functioning. The
findings have highlighted the importance of establishing and maintaining consistent routines for young
children in order to promote school readiness across the preschool period.
© 2022 The Author(s). Published by Elsevier Inc.
This is an open access article under the CC BY license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/)
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1. Introduction

School readiness is crucial for children’s long-term academic
and social-emotional competencies (Duncan et al., 2007). Impor-
tant school readiness skills include social-emotional skills such as
understanding others’ emotional states, responding appropriately
to social cues, and demonstrating prosocial behavior. It also com-
prises multiple aspects of early academic capacities, among which
early language, reading, and math skills are frequently studied in
the literature, as they strongly predict children’s later academic
achievement (e.g., Duncan et al., 2007; Pagani et al., 2010).
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As the transition from preschool to elementary school sets the
tone for formal education and can be a critical period for chil-
dren, it is important to identify factors linked to school readiness.
Existing research has examined various determinants of school
readiness, ranging from the realm of families to the sphere of
schools, and from nearby neighborhoods to the broader social con-
text (Boivin & Bierman, 2013). In the present study, we focused on
child routines, defined as repetitive behaviors involving the child
and the presence of at least one adult acting in an interactive or
supervisory role that often occur daily or weekly (Sytsma et al.,
2001). Consistency in child routines constitutes an understudied
yet potentially important precursor of school readiness. Emerg-
ing research has underscored the benefits of providing children
with consistent routines for their language, cognitive, and social-
emotional development (Bater & Jordan, 2017; Ferretti & Bub, 2014;
Ren & Xu, 2019).

We situated child development in the family context and ex-
amined whether consistent child routines would mediate the as-
sociation between interparental functioning (i.e., marital and co-
parenting relationships) and child school readiness. Based on fam-
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ily systems theory, the interparental subsystem is a critical com-
ponent that can influence other family subsystems, such as the
parent-child subsystem, whose impact eventually trickles down to
child development (Cox & Paley, 1997). Marital quality and the ex-
tent to which parents support each other in coparenting appear
to influence how well family routines are sustained. When par-
ents experience low-quality marital and coparenting relationships,
they tend to convey inconsistent behavioral expectations and en-
vironmental cues to their children (Karreman et al., 2008; O’Leary
& Vidair, 2005), interfering with the implementation of consistent
routines. Marital and coparenting conflicts between parents can
also engender negative emotional arousal in young children, which
can hinder their ability to adaptively regulate emotion and behav-
ior (Davies & Cummings, 1994; Karreman et al., 2008). As a result,
children may experience increased difficulties in completing rou-
tines expected by parents (Ren & Xu, 2019). The role of marital
and coparenting relationships in forming consistent child routines
may be particularly important in the early years--a time when
children are highly dependent on parents and when childrearing
heavily involves routine activities such as mealtime, bedtime, and
family outings (Fiese & Everhart, 2008). The present study aimed
to examine the role that consistent child routines might play in
school readiness among Chinese preschoolers, as well as the medi-
ating effects of marital and coparenting relationships.

2. Consistent child routines and early development

“The early childhood years are replete with routines” (Fiese &
Everhart, 2008, p. 34). Many child routines revolve around basic
activities such as eating, sleeping, and grooming, which help sus-
tain physical growth and development; yet routines are also or-
ganized to facilitate cognitive and social development. Some ex-
amples of such routines include play, shared reading, as well as
whether parents apply consistent strategies in disciplining children
for misbehavior (Fiese & Everhart, 2008). Not all routines are bene-
ficial for children. For example, children who are regular late sleep-
ers exhibit more unhealthy eating habits than children who go to
bed early (Thivel et al., 2015). Children who consume junk food
regularly are also less likely to meet screen time recommendations
(Boylan et al., 2017). Nevertheless, constructive routines provide
children with structure, boundaries, and order in daily lives, which
promotes family cohesion as well as feelings of security and be-
longing in children (Fiese & Everhart, 2008). Consequently, consis-
tent child routines enhance positive behaviors and reduce negative
behaviors by promoting stability for children (Bater & Jordan, 2017;
Ferretti & Bub, 2014; Sytsma et al., 2001).

Despite the emphasis placed on child routines in popular par-
enting guidebooks, limited empirical research has attended to the
potential benefits of child routines in the development of school
readiness. However, for young children, consistent child routines
may be foundational to school readiness by providing children
with scripts for expected behaviors, thereby creating continuity be-
tween the home environment and the rules and rituals of school
(Flores, 2004). Further, the stability associated with consistent
child routines aid children in developing self-regulatory competen-
cies and social skills which are critical to school readiness (Bater &
Jordan, 2017; Ren & Fan, 2019; Ren & Xu, 2019).

A few existing studies revealed positive relations between
consistent child routines and components of school readiness.
For example, Bater and Jordan (2017) found that greater con-
sistency in child routines was related to better self-regulation,
which, in turn, was related to fewer behavioral problems in
preschool children. Consistent child routines also predicted re-
silience in social-emotional and cognitive development among
low-income preschool children (Ferretti & Bub, 2014). Ferretti and
Bub (2017) further showed that consistent child routines in
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preschool not only predicted reduced problem behavior, but also
supported the development of prosocial behavior and academic
competence during the transition from preschool to formal school-
ing. Emerging evidence also linked greater consistency in child
routines to better initiative and self-control as well as fewer be-
havioral problems in Chinese preschoolers (Ren & Fan, 2019; Ren
& Xu, 2019). However, available research remains limited. Studies
on Chinese families mainly utilized cross-sectional designs and fo-
cused solely on social-emotional outcomes, hindering our under-
standing of the role that consistent child routines might play in
young children’s school readiness development.

3. Coparenting in the Chinese context

Coparenting refers to “the ways that parents and/or parental
figures relate to each other in the role of parent” (Feinberg, 2003,
p. 96). Interparental coparenting behaviors may range from sup-
portive and cooperative to hostile and competitive. Supportive and
cooperative coparenting, or coparental mutuality, is characterized
by parental figures relating to one another through mutual en-
gagement in parenting decisions, support of their partner’s par-
enting, and active facilitation of their partner’s interactive efforts
with the child. In contrast, hostile and competitive coparenting is
characterized by parental efforts to vie for control, undermine their
partner, and draw the child’s attention away from their partner
(Christopher et al., 2015; Gordon & Feldman, 2008).

In the Chinese context, fathers and mothers have specific roles
as parents (Li & Lamb, 2015). Chinese proverbs such as “F#AN#, &
Zig” (i.e., “to feed but not teach the child is the fathers’ fault”)
point to fathers as disciplinarians and breadwinners for the fam-
ily (Chang et al., 2011). Through discipline and close supervision,
fathers traditionally take on the gender role expectation of stern
caregiver and provider for their children (Li & Lamb, 2013). In
contrast, mothers are expected to take care of household chores
and nurture their children. Given the cultural emphasis of “/™4
Z " (i.e., “strict father, kind mother”), traditional coparenting in-
volves distinct roles and division of labor between mothers and fa-
thers. However, in the face of a changing Chinese context involv-
ing economic reforms, family planning policies, and gender equal-
ity movements, mothers and fathers tend to move towards egali-
tarian and converging roles (Chang et al., 2011; X. Li, 2020; Li &
Lamb, 2015). For instance, both mothers and fathers may be nur-
turing and affectionate, presume disciplinary roles, and serve as
breadwinners. Coparenting in contemporary Chinese society also
entails diminishing division of labor prescribed by traditional gen-
der roles.

4. Marital quality, coparenting, and child development

Guided by family systems theory (Cox & Paley, 1997), a sub-
stantial body of evidence suggests that marital quality is linked
to child development, including both the social-emotional and
cognitive-academic aspects of school readiness (Konishi et al.,
2018; Stroud et al., 2015). Beyond documentation of the link be-
tween marital quality and child development, recent studies have
shown the mechanisms for why and how children are affected
by marital dynamics (e.g., Cheung, 2021). Supporting the spillover
hypothesis, marital dynamics were found to “spill over” to par-
ents’ other behaviors, such as coparenting (e.g., Pedro et al., 2012;
Stroud et al., 2015). Coparenting is also closely related to children’s
school readiness, which has received growing support from the lit-
erature (e.g., Cabrera et al,, 2012; Ren et al., 2020).

Happy couples likely experience positive affect, promoting mu-
tual support in childrearing. Indeed, marital quality is closely
linked to the levels of support and coordination in coparent-
ing (Pedro et al., 2012). However, some gender differences have
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been observed. For example, declines in fathers’ (but not mothers’)
marital satisfaction over the transition to parenthood predicted
higher competitive coparenting behaviors and lower involvement
in parenting, whereas mother-reported (but not father-reported)
increased marital conflict was negatively associated with their own
support of their spouse’s parenting (Christopher et al., 2015). An-
other study showed that marital quality at pregnancy was related
to coparenting at 6-month postpartum, regardless of the parent’s
gender. However, only mothers’ perceived coparenting at 6-month
postpartum was related to their perceptions of marital quality at
3-year postpartum (Le et al., 2016). In a third study, marital sat-
isfaction predicted fathers’, but not mothers’, coparental mutuality
toward their partner (Gordon & Feldman, 2008). Given the complex
findings in the literature, parent gender needs to be considered in
studies investigating the relation between marital functioning and
coparenting.

5. Interparental functioning, consistent child routines, and
child development

Because engaging children in consistent routines can be viewed
as an extension of positive parenting (Bater & Jordan, 2017), factors
within the family system that influence parenting practices may
also contribute to child routines. As core indices of interparental
functioning, both marital quality and coparenting are linked to par-
enting practices (Cabrera et al, 2012; Pedro et al., 2012). Mari-
tal adjustment was found to predict parenting practices, such as
parental warmth and control, via coparenting support over time
(Pedro et al., 2012). Therefore, marital quality may be indirectly
related to consistency in child routines through coparenting. A
recent study showed that coparenting relationships characterized
by greater support and fewer undermining behaviors were related
to greater consistency in child routines, which, in turn, was re-
lated to better social-emotional functioning in Chinese preschool-
ers (Ren & Xu, 2019). More research is needed to explicate whether
consistent child routines would mediate the association between
coparenting and other aspects of school readiness. Furthermore,
marital quality should be included to identify the underlying pro-
cesses through which family dynamics are related to child school
readiness.

In addition, because mother- and father-perceived marital qual-
ity and coparenting were found to differentially relate to parent-
ing and/or child outcomes (Pedro et al., 2012; Yuan, 2016), they
may also present different patterns related to consistency in child
routines and therefore have different associations with children’s
school readiness. This underscores the need to examine maternal
and paternal interparental functioning separately to obtain a more
nuanced portrayal of the associations among interparental func-
tioning, consistency in child routines, and child school readiness.

6. The present study

The present study primarily focused on the predicative role of
consistent child routines in school readiness among preschool-aged
children in China. We also examined whether consistent child rou-
tines would mediate the association between interparental func-
tioning (i.e., marital quality and coparenting) and child school
readiness (see Fig. 1). Multiple aspects of school readiness were
considered. We tested separate models for fathers and moth-
ers. We hypothesized that when mothers/fathers perceived greater
marital satisfaction, they would be more likely to contribute
to coparenting, and their children would have more consistent
routines, which would, in turn, predict better school readiness
outcomes.
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Table 1
Demographic characteristics of the sample (N = 349).
Variables M (SD) %
Child characteristics
Age (months) at T1 55.94 (3.78)
Sex
Male 47.9%
Female 52.1%

Family characteristics
Monthly family income (scored from 1 to 6)

1. <8000 RMB 5.5%
2. 8001-15,000 RMB 17.8%
3. 15,001-20,000 RMB 16.9%
4. 20,001-50,000 RMB 42.6%
5.50,001-80,000 RMB 9.6%
6. >80,000 RMB 7.6%
Family structure
Intact two-parent household 99.1%

Single-parent household 0

Remarried household 0.9%

Parental education (scored from 1 to 4) Mother  Father
1. High school or below 7.9% 7.0%
2. Associate college degree 19.8% 17.5%
3. Bachelor’s degree 58.0% 53.6%
4., Master’s degree or above 14.3% 21.9%

Parental working status Mother  Father
Employed 87.1% 99.4%
Unemployed 12.9% 0.6%

Note. There are 56 ethnic groups in China, and Han is the largest
ethnic group that makes up 91% of the population. In Shanghai,
the Han ethnic group constituted 98.4% of the population accord-
ing to the national census carried out between 2020 and 2021. We
did not collect information on children’s ethnicity, as Han is the
dominant group in Shanghai.

7. Method
7.1. Participants

A total of 355 families were recruited from 12 public
preschools (22 classrooms) located in urban Shanghai, China. Chi-
nese preschools are typically 3-year programs serving children be-
tween the age of 3 and 6 years. Two waves of data were col-
lected. Children were in the fall semester of the second preschool
year at the first time point (i.e., November, 2017; T1). The sec-
ond time point took place 1.5 years later (i.e., May, 2019; T2).
As marital quality and coparenting are two core variables, single-
parent families (n = 6) were removed from this study. The even-
tual sample size was 349 (52.1% girls). Children were on average
55.94 months old (SD = 3.78, range = 46-69) at T1, and 75.08
months old (SD = 3.65, range = 69-88) at T2. As shown in Table 1,
most children came from intact two-parent homes, and the par-
ticipating families could be broadly defined as middle-class (Li &
Zhang, 2008).

7.2. Procedures

We approached 12 preschools with varying educational qual-
ity based on local quality standards. We selected schools located
in different districts of Shanghai to increase the diversity of the
sample. All preschools agreed to participate in the study. Two or
three classrooms were selected in each school, and all families in
these classrooms were invited to participate in the study. Most
families accepted our invitation. Parents provided consent for their
own as well as their children’s participation. At T1, a package of
family questionnaires was sent home. Parents were asked to self-
identify whether they or their spouse served as the primary care-
giver of their child. Primary caregivers reported child and fam-
ily demographics and consistency in child routines. As children’s
school readiness is likely affected by their participation in learning
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Early math

Chinese word Covariates:

reading « Child age

* Child gender

Receptive * Maternal education

vocabulary * Paternal education

*  Monthly household income

* Intensity of participation in

extracurricular activities

Parental involvement in home

learning activities

* Child initial development (a
latent factor)

Expressive .
vocabulary

Social skills

Problem
behavior

Fig. 1. The model depicting the mediation effects of coparenting and consistency in child routines on the relation between marital quality and children’s school readiness

outcomes.

Note. The paths from marital quality, coparenting, child routines, and all covariates were directed to each school readiness outcome. We used brackets to enclose all school
readiness outcomes for simplicity. Consistency in child routines is a latent variable indexed by 4 aspects of consistency in child routines, including daily living routines,
activity routines, discipline routines, and sleep routines. Child initial development is a latent variable indexed by children’s cognitive development, social and emotional
development, language and emergent literacy development, and behavioral regulation assessed at T1.

activities both at home and in extracurricular settings in addition
to preschool education, we also asked primary caregivers to report
children’s participation in organized extracurricular activities (EAs)
and parental involvement in home learning activities. These two
aspects were included as covariates in the analyses. Mothers and
fathers reported their perceived marital satisfaction and coparent-
ing independently. Two individual assessments were used to mea-
sure children’s initial development at T1. At T2, we used individual
assessments to measure multiple aspects of children’s school readi-
ness, including early math, Chinese word reading, receptive vocab-
ulary, and expressive language. Primary caregivers rated children’s
social skills and problem behavior.

All individual assessments were carried out by research assis-
tants (RAs) majoring in psychology or early childhood education.
At T1, they attended a half-day training on the assessment used
to measure child development. At T2, they attended a one-day
training to learn about each assessment on school readiness. At
both trainings, RAs completed thorough practice with their peers.
They conducted additional practices before actual assessments. RAs
administered assessments in quiet rooms prepared by preschool
teachers during school hours. At T2, the assessments were con-
ducted on two different days to avoid child fatigue. Each testing
session lasted between 20 and 40 minutes. Children could take a
break or terminate the testing at any time. They received a small
token (e.g., stickers, pencils) for their participation.

7.3. Measures
Appendix A presents detailed information of each measure.

7.3.1. Marital quality

At T1, the ENRICH Marital Satisfaction Scale (Fowers & OlI-
son, 1993) was used to assess satisfaction with one’s marriage re-
garding various issues, such as personality, communication, and
sexual intimacy (e.g., “I am very happy about how we make de-
cisions and resolve conflicts.”). This measure has been validated
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among Chinese samples and showed high internal consistency and
discriminant validity (Shen, 2001; Xie et al., 2017). Mothers and
fathers rated each item on a 5-point Likert scale (1 strongly
disagree, 5 = strongly agree). In this study, Cronbach’s alpha was
0.91/0.90 for maternal/paternal reports.

7.3.2. Coparenting

At T1, mothers and fathers reported perceived quality of copar-
enting using the measure developed by Stright and Bales (2003).
This is a spouse-report instrument that measures parents’ percep-
tions of one another. It shows good psychometric properties among
Chinese samples (e.g., Chen, 2019). The Supportive Coparenting sub-
scale measures parents’ perceptions of support from their spouse
in childrearing (e.g., “My partner backs me up when I discipline
our child.”). The Undermining Coparenting subscale captures the
extent to which their spouse undermines their parenting efforts
(e.g., “My partner criticizes my parenting in front of our child.”).
Therefore, mother-reported coparenting can be conceptualized as
fathers’ contributions to coparenting, and vice versa (Pedro et al.,
2012). Each item was rated on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = never,
5 = always). We reverse coded ratings on the Undermining Copar-
enting subscale and averaged with ratings on the Supportive Co-
parenting subscale to form a coparenting composite. In this study,
both maternal and paternal reports obtained a Cronbach’s alpha of
0.90.

7.3.3. Consistency in child routines

At T1, we used two measures to assess 4 aspects of consis-
tency in child routines. Ren and Fan (2019) adapted the Child Rou-
tines Questionnaire-Preschool (CRQ-P; Wittig, 2005) for use among
Chinese families. They removed items that were not applicable to
the Chinese context (e.g., religion-related items) and items that
showed poor psychometric properties. The adapted CRQ-P contains
3 subscales. The Daily Living subscale captures children’s consis-
tency in engaging in living activities that occur on a daily basis
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(e.g., mealtime, bedtime, and morning routines). Sample items in-
clude “My child eats breakfast at about the same time each morn-
ing” and “My child has a routine for getting ready in the morning.”
The Activities subscale captures children’s engagement in typical
family activities that mainly focus on sharing of family responsibil-
ities (e.g., “My child has a clean-up routine”), family leisure activi-
ties (e.g., “My child engages in regular, planned activities with the
family each week, such as play games, watch movies, and go out to
eat”), and educational activities (e.g., “My child is read to daily”).
These activities are considered to provide children with positive
attention and educational and social opportunities (Wittig, 2005).
The Discipline subscale assesses parents’ use of consistent disci-
plinary routines (e.g., “My child is praised or rewarded for good be-
havior”). Parents rated the frequency of each routine on a 5-point
Likert scale (1 = never, 5 = nearly always).

The Bedtime Routines Questionnaire (BRQ; Henderson & Jor-
dan, 2010) was used to assess children’s consistency in bedtime
routines in particular. This scale includes items such as going to
bed at the same time and performing the same activities before
bedtime (e.g., “During weeknights for the past month, how often
did your child get put to bed by the same person?”). Parents re-
ported children’s bedtime routines for weeknights and weekends
separately using a 5-point Likert scale (1 = almost never, 5 = nearly
always). Both the CRQ-P and the BRQ have shown sound reliabil-
ity in Chinese samples, and consistency in child routines measured
by these two instruments has been negatively linked to house-
hold chaos and positively to Chinese preschoolers’ social-emotional
wellbeing, providing evidence for their validity in Chinese culture
(Jiang et al., 2021; Ren & Fan, 2018). In this study, Cronbach’s al-
phas ranged from 0.82 to 0.89 for the 4 aspects of consistency in
child routines.

7.3.4. Child initial development at T1

We used the East Asia Pacific Early Child Development Scale
(EAP-ECDS; Rao et al., 2014) and the Head-Toes-Knees-Shoulders
task (HTKS; McClelland et al., 2014) to assess multiple domains of
children’s initial development at T1, including cognitive, language,
social-emotional, and self-regulation development.

The EAP-ECDS was developed specifically for children in the
East Asia-Pacific region. We used 3 subscales from the short-form
EAP-ECDS (Rao et al., 2014). The Cognitive Development subscale
contains items assessing children’s basic math skills (e.g., calcula-
tion and knowledge in shapes) and executive functions (e.g., work-
ing memory and mental flexibility; sample item: Assessor asks the
child to place a certain number of blocks on a piece of paper). The
Social and Emotional Development subscale assesses various as-
pects of children’s social-emotional skills, including etiquette, emo-
tional recognition, social comprehension, and perspective-taking
skills (sample item: Assessor shows the child a picture from the
testing booklet and asks the question “Children are clapping for
this girl. How do you think she feels?”). The Language and Emer-
gent Literacy subscale pertains to children’s emergent reading and
writing skills (e.g., writing own name, reading simple Chinese char-
acters, and storytelling; sample item: Assessor presents a series of
pictures and asks the child to describe who is in the story and
what is happening for each picture). In this study, Cronbach’s al-
phas were 0.84, 0.81, and 0.83 for the 3 subscales, respectively.

The HTKS was used to measure behavioral regulation, an impor-
tant domain-general skill closely linked to children’s cognitive and
noncognitive development (McClelland et al., 2014). The HTKS has
been widely used in research on Chinese preschoolers and showed
high reliability and positive associations with children’s preaca-
demic skills (e.g., Ren et al., 2018; Zhang et al., 2018). This task
consists of 3 parts, with 10 trials each. The first part involves two
commands (i.e., “touch your head” and “touch your toes”). Children
need to perform the opposite upon hearing each command. Two
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additional commands are added to the second part (i.e., “touch
your keens” and “touch your shoulders”). In the third part, the
same 4 commands are used, but the rules are shifted (e.g., children
should touch their head when hearing “touch your knees”). Chil-
dren’s response for each trial was scored (0 = incorrect, 1 = self-
correct, 2 = correct). In this study, the test had a Cronbach’s alpha
of 0.95.

7.3.5. School readiness at T2: Early math skills

Three math subsets of the Woodcock-Johnson Tests of Achieve-
ment IV (WJ-IV; Schrank et al., 2014) were used to measure chil-
dren’s early math skills. The Applied Problems subset assesses chil-
dren’s abilities to solve practical math problems (e.g., “There were
6 dishes on the dinner table. Chong placed 2 into the sink. How
many dishes were still on the table?”). The Calculation subset cap-
tures children’s skills in calculation (e.g., simple addition and sub-
traction; “6+4=?"). The Math Facts Fluency subset requires chil-
dren to solve as many calculation problems as possible within 3
minutes (e.g., “8-6=?"). A translation-back-translation procedure
was used to translate the WJ-IV into Chinese. Multiple rounds of
pilot testing were carried out. All 3 subsets obtained high relia-
bility (L. Li, 2020). Children’s raw subset scores were standardized
and then averaged together to create a math composite score. In
this study, Cronbach’s alphas were 0.85, 0.88, and 0.97 for the 3
subsets, respectively.

7.3.6. School readiness at T2: Chinese word reading

The Chinese Character Recognition Task (Li et al., 2012) was
used to assess children’s early reading skills. A list of 150 Chinese
characters was presented to children, and they were asked to read
the characters one by one (e.g., “/N” and “[&”). The test was termi-
nated if children responded incorrectly for 15 consecutive charac-
ters. In this study, Cronbach’s alpha was 0.98 for this task.

7.3.7. School readiness at T2: Receptive vocabulary

To assess children’s receptive vocabulary, we utilized the
Chinese-version Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test-R that was
adapted and validated by Lu and Liu (1994) for use in Chinese cul-
ture. This test includes 125 words (e.g., “snake” and “stir”). Each
word was read aloud to the child, and the child was asked to iden-
tify the correct picture corresponding to the word out of 4 pictures.
In this study, the test had a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.95.

7.3.8. School readiness at T2: Expressive language

The Receptive and Expressive Vocabulary Test (Huang et al.,
2010) was used to measure children’s expressive language. This
test was developed for Chinese culture. The Expressive Vocabulary
subset captures 4 aspects of expressive language: nomination (e.g.,
asking children to name an object shown in the picture, such as
“shoes”), classification (e.g., asking children to list things shown
in the picture that share a common characteristic, such as “things
that can fly”), definition (e.g., asking children to describe charac-
teristics or functions of an object, such as “What is a bed? Please
describe 3 characteristics of it”), and reasoning (e.g., asking chil-
dren to describe the commonalities between two things, such as
“What do crayons and pencils have in common?”). In this study,
the subset achieved a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.87.

7.3.9. School readiness at T2: Social skills and problem behavior
Primary caregivers completed the Social Skills Improvement
System Rating Scale (SSIS-RS; Gresham & Elliott, 2008) to rate
multiple aspects of children’s social skills (e.g., communication,
empathy, cooperation, and responsibility; “Feels bad when oth-
ers are sad”) and problem behavior (e.g., internalizing and ex-
ternalizing problems; “Acts sad or depressed” and “Has temper
tantrums”) using a 4-point Likert scale (0 = never, 3 = almost
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always). The SSIS-RS has been widely used among Chinese sam-
ples and shown strong psychometric properties (e.g., Cheung et al.,
2017; Zhang et al., 2018). In this study, Cronbach’s alpha was 0.95
for the Social Skills scale, and 0.93 for the Problem Behavior scale.

Problem behavior
18.67 (11.66)

-0.11
0.06
-0.16"*
-0.06
-0.07
-0.04
-0.13*
-0.21*
-0.05
-0.20"
-0.19"
-0.35"
-0.26"
-0.29"
-0.25*
_0.25%
_0.25
-0.33*
-0.24

7.3.10. Parental involvement in home learning

At T1, we used a scale adapted from the Head Start Evaluation
project (Pai-Samant et al., 2005) to assess children’s exposure to
formal and informal learning activities at home (e.g., “Play count-
ing games” and “Talk about TV programs or videos”). Items were
translated and revised by two researchers in the respective fields of
developmental psychology and educational psychology. The scale
had good reliability and acceptable construct validity in the Chi-
nese context (Ren et al., 2021). Primary caregivers reported the fre-
quency that they or other family members had engaged in each
activity with the target children on a weekly basis over the last
month (1 = not at all, 4 = every day). In this study, this scale had
a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.89.

89.60 (18.08)

Social skills
-0.03
-0.06
0.05
0.08
0.07
0.15*
0.23*
0.16*
0.15*
0.13*
0.14
0.25*
0.33
0.27+
0.24*
0.23*
0.19"
0.23*
0.18*

7.3.11. Child participation in organized extracurricular activities (EAs)

At T1, primary caregivers reported the content and the amount
of time their children spent in each EA at the time of the study. EA
participation was indexed by the total number of hours of engage-
ment in EAs per week. Children received a score of zero if they did
not participate in any EA.

Expressive language

93.84 (10.26)

0.04
0.02
0.07
0.09
0.05
0.01
0.05
0.18"
0.09
0.07
0.12
0.14*
0.13
0.07
0.11
0.03
0.06
0.04
0.05

7.4. Analytic strategies

Structural equation modeling (SEM) was conducted via Mplus
7.2 (Muthén & Muthén, 2015) to assess whether marital quality
and coparenting were sequentially related to consistency in child
routines, which in turn, would predict children’s later school readi-
ness outcomes (see Fig. 1). We tested separate models for fathers
and mothers. The proposed SEM models contained two latent vari-
ables. The latent variable “consistency in child routines” included
4 indicators, namely the 4 aspects of consistency in child routines.
The latent variable “child initial development” also included 4 in-
dicators: the 3 EAP-ECDS subscale scores and children’s scores on
the HTKS task. Next, SEM was performed to test the models pre-
sented in Fig. 1. Because children were nested within classrooms,
we calculated the intraclass correlation (ICC) for each school readi-
ness outcome by examining unconditional models. The ICCs ranged
from 0.004 to 0.18. We used TYPE = COMPLEX with CLUSTER in
Mplus to account for the nesting design (McNeish et al., 2017).
All school readiness outcomes were estimated simultaneously. We
controlled for multiple demographic variables, children’s initial de-
velopment, as well as children’s exposure to learning activities
both within the home environment and in extracurricular con-
texts at T1 by regressing these covariates on each child school
readiness outcome. Maternal education, paternal education, and
monthly household income were classified into multiple categories
and treated as continuous variables in the analyses (see Table 1).

The rates of missing data were relatively low, ranging from
1.15% to 8.02% for most of the study variables presented in Table 2.
However, father- and mother-reported marital quality and copar-
enting had a larger amount of missing data (16.91%-17.77%), as
both parents needed to provide such data. We ran ANOVAs to com-
pare whether families with missing data on marital quality or co-
parenting (18.97% of the sample) and those with complete data
differed on all other study variables presented in Table 2. The re-
sults showed that relative to families with missing data, families
with complete data tended to have higher maternal and paternal
education, and children in these families had better initial cogni-
tive development and language and emergent literacy measured by
the EAP-ECDS (ps = 0.001 to 0.019). Families with complete ver-
sus missing data did not otherwise show significant difference on

Receptive vocabulary
74.77 (16.20)

0.09
-0.004
0.08
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0.09
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0.10
0.34
0.20"*
0.15*
0.24
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0.08
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Chinese word reading

31.48 (23.22)
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-0.07
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0.13*
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Early math
0.01 (0.84)
0.16
0.09
0.27
0.21*
0.25*
0.25"*
0.15*
0.59"
0.03
0.30
0.31+
0.26*
0.24
0.23"
0.15*
0.11
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4.38)

13.26 (3.45)
14.23 (4.41)
35.06 (16.29)

M (SD)
75.08 (3.65)
NA

2.90

2.79

3.56

3.01

2.70

18.74 (

Child age at T2

Child gender

Paternal education

Maternal education

Family monthly income

T1 EA intensity

Parental involvement

T1 Cognitive development

T1 Social and emotional development
T1 Language and emergent literacy
T1 HTKS

Daily living routine

Activity routine

Discipline routine

Sleep routine

Mother-reported marital quality
Father-reported marital quality
Fathers’ contributions to coparenting
Mothers’ contributions to coparenting
* P < 0.05.

“ P <0.01.

=+ P <0.001.

M (SD)

Note. EA = Extracurricular Activities. HTKS = Head-Toes-Knees-Shoulders. Child gender was dummy coded: 0 = girl, 1 = boy.

Descriptive statistics of the study variables and correlations between predictors and school readiness outcomes.

Table 2
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other aspects. To ensure the missingness did not bias the findings,
maternal and paternal education in addition to child initial devel-
opment were included as covariates in the analyses. Full informa-
tion maximum likelihood estimation was used to account for miss-
ing data.

(0.08)
~0.08 (0.09)

-0.09 (0.07)
(0.07)

(0.09)

Problem behavior
<0.001 (0.08)

B (SE)
-0.38"
026

37

8. Results

Table 2 presents correlations between child school readiness
outcomes and other study variables. Appendix B shows correla-
tions among marital quality, coparenting, and consistency in child
routines. Greater marital satisfaction and better coparenting were
related to better social skills and fewer behavioral problems. Mar-
ital satisfaction and coparenting did not correlate with any school
readiness outcome, with the exception that father-reported mar-
ital satisfaction was positively correlated with children’s Chinese
reading skills. The 4 aspects of consistency in child routines were
all positively correlated with children’s early math, Chinese word
reading, and social skills, as well as negatively correlated with child
problem behavior. Children’s consistency in daily living activities
was positively correlated with their receptive and expressive lan-
guage skills, and children’s greater consistency in engaging in typi-
cal family activities was also related to better expressive language.

Next, the SEM models presented in Fig. 1 were tested. We
first examined the model fit of the two latent factors in the SEM
models. Based on confirmatory factor analyses, the factor “consis-
tency in child routines” obtained a good model fit after adding
a covariance between discipline routines and activity routines,
x2(1) = 0.33, P = 0.57, RMSEA = 0.00, CFI = 1.00, SRMR = 0.004.
The factor “child initial development” also had a good model fit
after adding a covariance between social and emotional develop-
ment and language and emergent literacy, x2(1) = 0.40, P = 0.53,
RMSEA = 0.00, CFI = 1.00, SRMR = 0.01. The SEM model for ma-
ternal interparental functioning showed an acceptable model fit,
x2(125) = 262.74, P < 0.001, RMSEA = 0.06, CFI = 0.92, SRMR
= 0.07, as did the model for paternal interparental functioning,
x2(125) = 256.14, P < 0.001, RMSEA = 0.06, CFI = 0.92, SRMR =
0.07.

As presented in Table 3 and Fig. 2, mother-perceived marital
satisfaction was positively related to their contributions to copar-
enting (S = 0.49, P < 0.001), which was, in turn, related to con-
sistency in child routines (8 = 0.16, P = 0.010). Meanwhile, more
consistent child routines predicted better early math skills (§ =
0.15, P = 0.017), expressive language (8 = 0.15, P = 0.006), and
social skills (8 = 0.32, P < 0.001), as well as fewer behavioral prob-
lems (8 = —0.38, P < 0.001). The paths from consistency in child
routines to child subsequent Chinese word reading ($ = 0.11, P =
0.058) and receptive vocabulary (§ = 0.03, P = 0.741) were non-
significant.

As shown in Fig. 3, when fathers perceived higher levels of mar-
ital satisfaction, they were more likely to be supportive in copar-
enting (5 = 0.49, P < 0.001). However, contrary to the hypothe-
sis, fathers’ contributions to coparenting were not related to con-
sistency in child routines (5 = 0.14, P = 0.119). Similar to the re-
sults in the maternal model, consistency in child routines predicted
children’s early math skills (8 = 0.15, P = 0.018), expressive lan-
guage (8 = 0.15, P = 0.008), Chinese word reading (§ = 0.11, P =
0.049), social skills (5 = 0.31, P < 0.001), and behavioral problems
(8 = —0.37, P < 0.001). Interestingly, when fathers were more sup-
portive in coparenting, children tended to have better social skills
(8 = 0.14, P = 0.027) and fewer behavioral problems (8 = —0.26, P
< 0.001) as reported 1.5 years later.

Finally, we examined the indirect effects in the SEM models
(Table 4). Maternal marital satisfaction predicted children’s early
math skills (8 = 0.01, P = 0.020), social skills (8 = 0.03, P = 0.012),
and behavioral problems (8 = —0.03, P = 0.025) indirectly through

0.32" (0.07)

Social skills
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0.31* (0.07)
0.02 (0.05)
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0.03 (0.09)
0.04 (0.07)
0.03 (0.09)
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Chinese word reading
0.003 (0.08)
0.03 (0.09)
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0.11 (0.06)

~0.03 (0.06)
0.04 (0.04)

0.11*

Early math
R (SE)
0.15* (0.07)
-0.05 (0.06)
0.01 (0.05)
0.15* (0.07)
-0.09 (0.06)
0.05 (0.06)

0.49" (0.06)
0.16* (0.06)
0.12 (0.17)
(0.05)
0.14 (0.09)
0.13* (0.06)

R (SE)
0.49+

Mother-reported marital satisfaction—Mother’s contributions to coparenting
Mother’s contributions to coparenting— Consistency in child routines
Father-reported marital satisfaction— Father’s contributions to coparenting
Father’s contributions to coparenting— Consistency in child routines
Father-reported marital satisfaction—Consistency in child routines

Mother-reported marital satisfaction— Consistency in child routines
Consistency in child routines— School readiness

Consistency in child routines— School readiness
Mother’s contributions to coparenting— School readiness

Mother-reported marital satisfaction— School readiness
Paternal interparental functioning model:
Father’s contributions to coparenting— School readiness

Father-reported marital satisfaction— School readiness

Maternal interparental functioning model:

* P < 0.05.
** P < 0.01.
*** P < 0.001.

Paths
Note. The following covariates were included in the model but not shown in the table for simplicity: child age, child gender, maternal education, paternal education, monthly household income, intensity of participation in

extracurricular activities at T1, parental involvement in home learning activities at T1, and child initial development at T1.

Standardized path coefficients of the model testing the mediation effects of consistency in child routines.

Table 3
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Early math

Chinese word

7 reading
Mothers’ Consistency\ - Receptive
Mother-reported contributions inchild J<<TTTTTTTTT vocabulary
marital quality ; :
to coparenting routines

Expressive
language

Social skills

Problem
behavior

Fig. 2. The model depicting the mediation effects of mothers’ contributions to coparenting and consistency in child routines on the relation between mother-reported marital
quality and children’s school readiness outcomes.

Note. Solid lines represent significant paths and dashed lines represent nonsignificant paths. The paths from mother-reported marital quality and mothers’ contributions to
coparenting to school readiness outcomes were all nonsignificant and were thus not represented in the figure. All the covariates in Fig. 1 were included but not presented
in the figure for simplicity, including child age, child gender, maternal education, paternal education, monthly household income, intensity of participation in extracurricular
activities at T1, parental involvement in home learning activities at T1, and child initial development at T1.

Early math

Chinese word

reading

— N J Receptive

Father-reported I aprrecd Vit s vocabulary

: : contributions g '
marital quality ;
to coparenting
Expressive
language

Social skills

Problem
behavior

Fig. 3. The model depicting the mediation effects of fathers’ contributions to coparenting and consistency in child routines on the relation between father-reported marital
quality and children’s school readiness outcomes.

Note. Solid lines represent significant paths and dashed lines represent nonsignificant paths. For the paths from father-reported marital quality and fathers’ contributions to
coparenting to school readiness outcomes, only significant paths were presented in the figure. The rest of the paths were nonsignificant and not represented in the figure.
All the covariates in Fig. 1 were included but not presented in the figure for simplicity, including child age, child gender, maternal education, paternal education, monthly
household income, intensity of participation in extracurricular activities at T1, parental involvement in home learning activities at T1, and child initial development at T1.

mothers’ contributions to coparenting and consistency in child rou- 9. Discussion

tines. In terms of the paternal model, due to the lack of association

between fathers’ contributions to coparenting and consistency in The aim of the present study was to understand the role of
child routines, paternal marital satisfaction did not indirectly pre- consistent child routines in preschoolers’ school readiness. The re-
dict children’s school readiness via either coparenting or consis- sults showed that consistency in child routines positively predicted
tency in child routines. However, father-perceived marital satisfac- many aspects of school readiness. We further examined whether

tion did predict children’s social skills (8§ = 0.07, P = 0.017) and important interparental dynamics (i.e., marital and coparenting re-
behavioral problems (f§ = —0.13, P = 0.001) indirectly through pa- lationships) would indirectly relate to school readiness through
ternal contributions to coparenting. consistency in child routines. Our hypotheses were partially sup-
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ported. Mother-perceived marital satisfaction was positively related
to maternal contributions to coparenting, which, in turn, were re-
lated to consistency in child routines and finally to school readi-
ness. Although father-perceived marital satisfaction was positively
linked to paternal contributions to coparenting and consistency in
child routines, consistency in child routines did not mediate the
association between paternal coparenting and child school readi-
ness.

Problem behavior
B (SE.)
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-0.05 (0.03)
-0.03* (0.01)

(0.04)
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9.1. Relations between consistent child routines and school readiness
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0.04" (0.02)
0.02 (0.02)

B(SE)

Consistent child routines were shown to predict children’s early
math skills, expressive language, social skills, and behavioral prob-
lems (see Figs. 2 and 3). Consistent child routines also predicted
Chinese word reading in the paternal model (Fig. 3). Children’s ini-
tial development and various child- and family-level factors were
controlled for, resulting in highly conservative models. The signifi-
cant relations that remained between consistency in child routines
and school readiness under such a strict statistical condition sug-
gest the salience of consistent routines for children’s school readi-
ness development. Our findings are consistent with prior research
demonstrating that consistent family routines during early child-
hood years predicted better general cognitive ability, early math
and reading skills, prosocial behavior, social skills, and later aca-
demic achievement, as well as fewer behavioral problems (Ferretti
& Bub, 2014, 2017; Fiese, 2002). Recent studies focused on fam-
ily routines that specifically pertain to the child (i.e., child rou-
tines) also showed a positive linkage to young children’s social-
emotional development (Bater & Jordan, 2017; Ren & Fan, 2019;
Ren & Xu, 2019). However, the current findings have significantly
enriched existing literature, as prior studies often utilized cross-
sectional designs or longitudinal designs that did not account for
children’s initial development.

Routines provide a natural environment ideal for children’s
learning because of their repetitive nature, and rich teaching op-
portunities are embedded within these daily interactions between
children and caregivers for children to acquire and practice emerg-
ing capabilities (Dunst et al., 2000). Furthermore, consistent rou-
tines help create a secure, predictable, and organized home en-
vironment, and as a result, a sense of belonging and family co-
hesion are formed, which can facilitate children’s early learning
at home (Fiese & Everhart, 2008). The order and predictability of
routines within the home context may transfer to the school set-
ting by preparing children for the structure and rules of the class-
room, thereby enhancing children’s learning at school (Ferretti &
Bub, 2017; Flores, 2004). Routines-based early interventions have
been shown to improve collaboration between parents and early
childcare providers as well as promote children’s attainment of
functional learning goals (Hwang et al., 2013; McWilliam, 2010).
Finally, consistent routines also play an important part in chil-
dren’s self-regulation broadly defined as the conscious control of
thoughts, feelings, and behavior (Bater & Jordan, 2017; Ferretti &
Bub, 2014; Ren & Fan, 2019). Self-regulation is a strong predictor of
children’s school readiness (McClelland & Wanless, 2012; Ren et al.,
2020).

Unexpectedly, consistency in child routines did not predict
children’s receptive vocabulary in this study. Existing studies ex-
amining the effects of family routines on children’s language
development showed mixed results. For example, according to
Dove et al. (2015), although family routines were related to chil-
dren’s receptive vocabulary, the effect was small and the differ-
ence in receptive vocabulary only emerged between children from
families with the lowest and the highest quartile of consistency
in family routines. Bennett et al. (2002) reported a lack of asso-
ciation between family resilience, a construct that included family
routines, and children’s emergent literacy which included receptive
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0.02 (0.02)
0.01* (0.01)
0.02 (0.03)
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Father-reported marital satisfaction— Consistency in child routines —School

Mother-reported marital satisfaction— Consistency in child routines —School
readiness

readiness
coparenting— Consistency in child routines— School readiness

Mother-reported marital satisfaction— Mother’s contributions to
coparenting— Consistency in child routines— School readiness
Father-reported marital satisfaction— Father’s contributions to
coparenting— School readiness

Father-reported marital satisfaction— Father’s contributions to

Mother-reported marital satisfaction— Mother’s contributions to
Paternal interparental functioning model:

Maternal interparental functioning model:
coparenting— School readiness

TP <o0.10.
* P < 0.05.
*** P < 0.001.

Paths
Note.”*P < 0.01 The following covariates were included in the model but not shown in the table for simplicity: child age, child gender, maternal education, paternal education, monthly household income, intensity of participation

in extracurricular activities at T1, parental involvement in home learning activities at T1, and child initial development at T1.

Indirect effects of marital satisfaction on child school readiness through coparenting and consistency in child routines.

Table 4
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language as a major component. Vocabulary acquisition requires
not only more language input but also the use of more sophisti-
cated vocabularies during interactions (Hoff, 2006). Although child
routines can provide meaningful contexts in which children and
caregivers can engage in natural conversations (Robert & Rochester,
2021; Snow & Beals, 2006), caregivers may need to introduce more
complex and sophisticated vocabulary to the conversations to ef-
fectively expand children’s vocabulary repository. In addition, child
routines pertaining to language and literacy (e.g., shared reading,
alphabet and word play, and library and bookstore visits) appear
to be more strongly related to language development compared
to general routines (Dunst et al., 2013). Hence, consistent child
routines may be insufficient to foster vocabulary development.
Rather, caregivers may need to focus on domain-specific routines,
in this case consciously bringing in new vocabulary to conversa-
tions and engaging in language/literacy-related activities, to target
the corresponding area of school readiness (i.e., receptive vocabu-
lary; Korucu et al.,, 2019).

9.2. Differential patterns of relations for mothers and fathers

Consistent with the spillover hypothesis, the present study
showed that marital quality “spilled over” to coparenting, regard-
less of the parents’ gender (see also Fan et al., 2020; Le et al.,
2016; Liu & Wu, 2018). When parents are satisfied with their mar-
riage, they are more likely to contribute to coparenting by support-
ing their partner in childrearing. Fathers’ perceived marital quality
was also directly related to consistency in child routines. Hence,
fathers who are happily married may be more likely to engage
in parenting practices that can provide routines and structure for
their children. For instance, a previous study indicated that fa-
thers, but not mothers, showed greater sensitivity to child cues and
more cognitive growth fostering when marital adjustment was bet-
ter (Planalp et al.,, 2019). Our findings also concur with previous
evidence indicating that the impact of marital dynamics on par-
enting was particularly salient for fathers (Coiro & Emery, 1998;
Cummings & Davies, 2002).

Nevertheless, only mothers’ contributions to coparenting, but
not fathers’, were related to consistency in child routines. This
suggests that mothers’ agreement with, and support for, fathers
in childrearing are particularly crucial to building consistent rou-
tines for children. Existing research has suggested that com-
pared to mothers, fathers’ parenting practices are more suscep-
tible to the level of coparental support that they receive from
their spouse. For instance, Gordon and Feldman (2008) found
that when mothers demonstrated greater coparental support and
mutuality, fathers exhibited increased positive parenting behav-
ior. In contrast, mothers’ engagement in positive parenting behav-
ior did not vary depending on fathers’ coparental mutuality. Fur-
thermore, Pedro et al. (2012) showed stronger relations between
mothers’ contributions to coparenting and fathers’ parenting prac-
tices (e.g., emotional support and rejection) than those between
fathers’ contributions to coparenting and mothers’ parenting prac-
tices. Parke (2002) proposed that male parenting roles might be
less scripted by social conventions than mothers’ parenting roles
and therefore, when receiving more support from mothers in chil-
drearing, fathers might be more willing to engage in positive par-
enting practices with children (Pedro et al., 2012), which could
support children’s engagement in consistent routines. In contrast,
due to the clarity in female parenting roles, mothers’ parenting
practices may be less affected by fathers’ coparenting behavior
(Parke, 2002; Pedro et al., 2012), resulting in the lack of association
between paternal contributions to coparenting and consistency in
child routines. Despite the differential findings between coparent-
ing and consistency in child routines for fathers and mothers in
this study, other studies showed that both mothers’ and fathers’
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perceptions of coparenting quality are crucial to their own par-
enting behaviors, although the strengths of the relations might be
stronger for fathers in some of the studies (Merrifield & Gam-
ble, 2013; Morrill et al, 2010; Pedro et al, 2012). Given these
mixed findings, future studies should delineate the effect of par-
ents’ gender when examining the relations between interparental
functioning and child outcomes.

9.3. Limitations and future directions

This study has several limitations. First, data on marital satisfac-
tion, coparenting, and child routines were all collected at the same
time. We proposed the pathway models based on theoretical un-
derpinnings. Future research needs to collect these data at different
time points to establish temporal precedence among the constructs
to confirm the directions of effects. Next, the sample was predom-
inantly middle-class in Shanghai, which might have constrained
the generalizability of the findings, particularly to at-risk families.
Some researchers have suggested that consistent routines may be
particularly protective for at-risk children, such as children from
low-income families and those with or at risk for developmental
delays (e.g., Ferretti & Bub, 2014; Hwang et al., 2013). In future re-
search, samples from diverse backgrounds should be included to
cross-validate the role of consistent child routines in school readi-
ness. Third, we focused on consistency in child routines, yet the
quality of family interactions during routines is another key aspect
that needs to be included in future research. Observational data or
parent-reported data on the quality of interactions during routines
can be collected in combination with consistency in child routines,
in order to offer a more comprehensive portrayal of how routines
within the family may impact child development. Relatedly, al-
though we measured different types of routines, we did not exam-
ine how their relations with preschoolers’ school readiness would
differ. Based on Table 2, children’s consistency in sleep routines
showed a weaker correlation with child outcomes compared to
children’s consistency in the other 3 types of routines, suggesting
possible variation in the effects of consistent routines depending
on their specific types. This warrants future investigations. Fifth,
the effect sizes of consistent child routines were generally larger
for social skills and problem behavior than early math, word read-
ing, receptive vocabulary, and expressive language. The larger ef-
fect sizes may be attributed to shared variance by the same parent
informants, as opposed to child tasks. Moreover, it was primarily
the mothers who reported consistency in child routines and social-
emotional development; however, fathers might have different per-
ceptions on children’s behaviors compared to mothers. To reduce
potential biases, future studies should collect both mother- and
father-report data and utilize observations or child tasks in addi-
tion to parent reports. Finally, in this study we examined indepen-
dent mother versus father effects on consistency in child routines
and school readiness. Future studies should examine cross parental
effects between mothers and fathers on child outcomes.

9.4. Implications and conclusions

This study highlights the importance of maintaining consistent
daily routines at home for young children’s school readiness. Set-
ting consistent routines is a tangible skill that parents can more
easily acquire with assistance compared to other parenting skills,
such as parental warmth and responsiveness, as efforts to develop
routines can be presented in concrete steps (Ferretti & Bub, 2014).
Building routines for young children can be a low-cost, easy-to-
carry-out method that families can utilize to enhance children’s
school readiness. In addition, other types of intervention can be
built into daily routines to further strengthen the impact of consis-
tent routines. For example, Semenov and Zelazo (2019) proposed
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mindful family routines, which is essentially the integration of
mindfulness practice into daily family routines, as a promising tool
to enhance children’s executive functions.

Although the pathways from interparental functioning to child
school readiness differed for mothers and fathers, this study un-
derscores the relation among marital quality, coparenting, and chil-
dren’s school readiness. Importantly, parents who are satisfied with
their marriage are more likely to support their partner in childrea-
ring. In addition, marital quality (especially for fathers) and con-
tributions to coparenting (especially for mothers) have direct im-
portance to building consistent child routines. Therefore, interven-
tion programs targeting at improving marital quality and coparent-
ing relationships can be valuable in fostering stability and adaptive
child development (Feinberg & Kan, 2008; Knox & Fein, 2008).

In conclusion, findings from this study reinforce the value of
consistent child routines for children’s school readiness. The find-
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ings also indicate that both mothers’ and fathers’ perceptions of
interparental functioning are related to some aspects of children’s
school readiness. Thus, building consistent routines for young chil-
dren and improving interparental functioning may promote chil-
dren’s school readiness and set them up on long-term trajectories
for positive outcomes in academic and social-emotional skills.
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Appendix A. The Type, Number of Items, and Cronbach’s Alpha
of Each Instrument Used in the Study

Measured variable Type of instrument

Number of items

Type of scores used Possible range of scores Cronbach’s a in this study

Mother-reported marital quality Questionnaire 10
Father-reported marital quality Questionnaire 10
Fathers’ contributions to coparenting Questionnaire 14
Mothers’ contributions to coparenting Questionnaire 14
Daily living routine Questionnaire 8
Activity routine Questionnaire 8
Discipline routine Questionnaire 5
Sleep routine Questionnaire 10
T1 Cognitive development Individual test 27
T1 Social and emotional development Individual test 18
T1 Language and emergent literacy Individual test 22
T1 HTKS Individual test 30
Parental involvement Questionnaire 16
T1 EA intensity Questionnaire NA
Math: Applied problems Individual test 56
Math: Calculation Individual test 30
Math: Math facts fluency Individual test 160
Chinese word reading Individual test 150
Receptive vocabulary Individual test 125
Expressive language Individual test 71
Social skills Questionnaire 46
Problem behavior Questionnaire 33

Average 1-5 0.91
Average 1-5 0.90
Average 1-5 0.90
Average 1-5 0.90
Average 1-5 0.82
Average 1-5 0.86
Average 1-5 0.84
Average 1-5 0.89
Sum 0-27 0.84
Sum 0-18 0.81
Sum 0-22 0.83
Sum 0-60 0.95
Average 1-4 0.89
Sum NA NA

Sum 0-56 0.85
Sum 0-30 0.88
Sum 0-160 0.97
Sum 0-150 0.98
Sum 0-125 0.95
Sum 0-108 0.87
Sum 0-138 0.95
Sum 0-99 0.93

Note: For the 3 subscales assessing children’s early math skills, the total scores were standardized and averaged together to form an early math composite. The
composite scores were used in the analyses. HTKS = the Head-Toes-Knees-Shoulders task, EA = Extracurricular Activities.

Appendix B Correlations Among Marital Quality, Coparenting,
and Consistency in Child Routines

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1. Daily living routine -
2. Activity routine 0.59** —
3. Discipline routine 0.49** 0.63*** —
4, Sleep routine 0.62*** 0.59%* 0.47** —
5. Mother-reported marital quality 0.11 0.14* 0.15* 0.14* -
6. Father-reported marital quality 0.17* 0.15* 0.14* 0.11 0.67*+* —
7. Fathers’ contributions to coparenting 0.12* 0.13* 0.19* 0.11 0.70%** 0.49*+* —
8. Mothers’ contributions to coparenting 0.23* 0.15* 0.19** 0.12* 0.49* 0.71% 0.53**
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