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How American Children Spend their Time
Abstract

The purpose of this paper isto examine how American children under age 13 spend thelr
time, sources of variation in time use, and associations with achievement and behavior. Data
come from the 1997 Child Development Supplement to the Pand Study of Income Dynamics.
The results suggest that parents characteristics and decisions regarding marriage, family size,
and employment affect the time children spend in educationd, structured, and family activities,
which may affect their school achievement. Learning activities such as reading for pleasure are
associated with higher achievement, as are structured time spent playing sports and in socid
activities. Family time spent in meals and time spent degping is linked to fewer behavior
problems, as measured by the child’s score on the Behavior Problems Index. The results support

common language and myth about the optimal use of time for child development.



Introduction

We often assume that how children spend their time affects their cognitive and socid
development. Much of our language refers to children’ s behavior in terms of time, whether they
gpend too little time studying, reading, or helping around the house, or too much time watching
televison and hanging out with friends. However, in spite of the use of language in which time
is the accepted culturd medium for communicating about children’s activities and behavior,
rarely istime studied. This paper takes advantage of nationa data collected in 1997 to describe
how younger and older children under age 13 spend their time, what factors are associated with
these time expenditures, and whether variationsin time use are associated with children’'s

achievement and behavior.

Background

The development of achild from infancy to adulthood requires substantial parentd and
community investments of time, money, and psychosocia or emotiond capita (Haveman &
Wolfe, 1994). Besides providing opportunities for engagement with others, activities provide
contexts for learning (Larson & Verma, 1999). Each context engages participantsin a set of
behaviors and rules and results in learning skills and a body of knowledge. Much research
focuses on the acquisition of literacy, numeracy, and problem-solving skills. In addition to
cognitive skills, activities such as play and conversation provide opportunities for developing
socia and emationd skills. The quantity of time serves as an estimate of exposure to different
socid experiences, with more time leading to greater absorption of the skills and knowledge of
that context. Though we may know the demographic and economic characterigtics of children’s

families and the communities where they live and atend school, we rardly know how individua



children spend their time (Larson & Verma, 1999). Thus, children’s own investments and
exposure and ther links to achievement and emotiona growth are unknown.

In this paper we address four key areas of children’s activities: (1) school and day care
time; (2) discretionary timein free play versus organized activities, (3) time in outsde-of-
school learning activities, and (4) time spent in family activities

Time Spent in Schoal Settings. One of the critical concerns of parentsis optimizing

children’slearning in forma settings. While educationa research has focused on such factors as
expenditures per capita, class Sze, and teacher qudifications (Hanushek, 1989), less attention
has been paid to how the amount of time children spend in school may be related to achievement
on standardized tests. American children spend much lesstimein school and studying than
Chinese and Japanese children (Juster & Stafford, 1991; Fuligni & Stevenson, 1995). Itis
hypothesized that this difference may account for the substantia differences in achievement
between children in both countries. Y et time in school-based settings has increased over the past
severd decadesinthe U.S. (Hofferth, 1996). We examine the amount of time children spent in
school and day care in 1997, how family and individud factors are linked to in-school time, and
whether school and day care time are linked to achievement on standardized tests.

Free Play versus Organized Adtivities. Children do not learn only in forma settings. For

young children, play istheir work. Besdes motor sKills, in play children develop initiative, sdif-
regulation, and socia skills (Larson & Verma, 1999). Recent research has pointed out both the
importance of physicd activity to child development (Bredekamp & Copple, 1997) and the
sedentary nature of many children’s lives (Pdlegrini & Smith, 1998). In this research, playing is
abroad category which includes playing cards, board games, and puzzles, playing socid games

such as jump rope; playing pretend games; playing with toys, and unspecified indoor and



outdoor play. It dso includes playing computer games and surfing the internet. A related
category, outdoor activities, includes gardening, boating and camping, picnicking, plessure
drives, walking and hiking. The types of activities in which children engage are likdly to be
shaped by their current family context, including materna employment, education, and family
dructure. We ask here whether the amount of time spent in play or other free time activities
metters to children’s achievement and behavior.

Instead of these ungtructured activities, children today may be spending alarge fraction
of time in highly structured activities, such as sports programs, church-sponsored activities, and a
broad category called “visting.” Mgor legidaive efforts made in the 1970s to improve girls
opportunities should show up today in only a small gender gap in sports at the elementary school
level. Organizations such as Little League and Gymboree promote participation in sports, but
parents have little guidance as to their contribution to child development. Church activities
include atending church as well as participating in church-sponsored meetings. Vigting is
included as a structured activity because it includes participation in (non-church sponsored)
youth clubs and organizations. Such activities are expected to promote children’s achievement
and behavior (Task Force on Y outh Development and Community Programs, 1992).

Out-of-Schoal Learning Activities. Reading is an activity that has been shown to be

strongly linked to children’s scores on standard verba achievement tests (U.S. Department of
Education, 1999; Snow, Burns & Griffin, 1998), as has studying (Keith, Reimers, Fehrmann,
Pottebaum & Aubey, 1986). Watching alot of tevison, in contrast, has been linked to lower
cognitive test scores (Timmer, Eccles & O'Brien, 1985). Severa studies show that more
televison viewing is associated with less time spent in activities such as reading and studying

(Koolstra& Van Der Voort, 1996), which may partidly explain its negetive effect. In the early



1980s (Timmer, et d., 1985), children spent only 8 minutes per day reading for pleasure,
whereas 2.3 hours were spent watching television. It isimportant to explore what factors affect
time spent in these activities and what difference these activities make to children’s achievemen.

Family Activities. Family activities, including household work, household conversations,

and medltime provide important opportunities for children to participate in household routines.
Small amounts of market work, such as babystting and newspaper delivery, can aso provide
training in important skills and responghilities a ayoung age. Whileit is argued that youth need
to be engaged in the lives of their families and communities (Zill, Collins West & Hausken,
1995), researchers have demondtrated that children spend very little timein any of these
activities (Goldscheider & Waite, 1991; Medrich, Roizen, Rubin & Buckley, 1982).

Medltime, when parents and children gather as afamily to share their daily experiences,
has been little discussed in the literature but is likely to be an important correlate of children’'s
wel-being. Time spent in meds & homeis likely to be associated with a more stable, organized
family life, and therefore with children having fewer behavior problems. Findly, deep routines
and deep time are important components of individua and family time, and should be associated

with child development.

Factors Associated with Differencesin Time Use
Children’stimeislikely to be affected, first and foremog, by their age. From a
developmental perspective, systematic changes in children’s activities—a decline in deeping,
eding, and playing and an increase in school and other structured activities—occur asthey grow
and mature (Robinson & Bianchi, 1997). While smal among young children, gender differences

in activities begin to gppear in dementary school. Variation in use of timeisaso likely to be



associated with the employment status of the mother, parental education and income, the number
and age of parents, family size and race/ethnicity.

As mothers spend more time in the work force, children’s activities change. Compared
with children of nonemployed mothers, children with employed mothers spend more time in day
care. Thisincludes preschool programs or family child care for young children and before- and
after-school programs for school-age children. With more time away, the time women sperd in
household work has declined significantly over the past severd decades (Gershuny & Robinson,
1988); children’s household work may dso decline. Since the lives of young children depend on
the tightly scheduled lives of their working parents, we may see more structured activities a the
expense of undructured activities. Maternad employment time may increase at the expense of
informal family and persond activities, such as eating medls and degping, or discretionary
activities, such as church attendance and vigting. The time spent reading with or helping
children complete homework may aso decline, although research in a Cdifornia sample failed to
find such an association (Bianchi & Robinson, 1997).

Education reflects preferences for academic skills and higher income may facilitate
gpending on books. We expect that the children of better-educated and higher income parents
will spend more time reading and studying. Bianchi and Robinson (1997) found that children
gpent more time reading or being read to in househol ds with more educated than less educated
parents. The same authors found an inverse relationship between television viewing time and
parenta education but no sgnificant relationship with income.

Children living with single parents tend to take on family responsibilities a younger ages
than do children living with two parents (Longfellow, 1979); consequently, we expect them to

participate more in household chores. We expect the time spent in day care programs to incresse



aswdl, snce asingle parent cannot rely on another parent for day care, and we expect these
children to spend lesstime playing & home. Teevison watching, used as an inexpensve
babysdtter, may increase. Children of sngle working parents may exhibit lower participation in
secular and religious organizationa activities. Previous research failed to find ardationship
between the number of parents and 3 to 11-year-old children’ sreading, studying or televison
time (Bianchi & Robinson, 1997), nor did it find any association between the number of parents
and the time children spent in household work. But previous research did not take into account
the joint influence of the number and employment of parents as we do here.

Smdl family sze may have podtive or negative effects. In smaller families, parents may
increase the time spent in educationa and leisure activities (Blake, 1989). Having fewer children
aso meansthat siblings are less available for play and help with homework (Zgonc & Markus,
1975). Research hasfound that children in large families spend more time in household work
than do children in amal families (Bianchi & Robinson, 1997).

Cultura differences reflected in family race/ethnicity may dso affect children’s activity
time. Withthear greater emphass on familism, Higpanic families may involve ther childrenin
household chores (Taylor, 1994c); with their greater concern for academic success, ASan
families may promote more studying (Kao, Tienda & Schneider, 1996) than mgority families.
Black and older parent families may encourage involvement in church activities (Taylor &

Chatters, 1988).

Implications of Timefor Child Development
Since dally time hasto add up to 24 hours, spending time on some activities means less

timein others. It isimportant to know the relative benefit to children’s cognitive and emotiona



development of an additiond hour spent reading, for example, versus an additiond hour spent
watching televison. Based on the literature, we expect time spent reading and studying to be
linked to verbd achievement, and time spent watching televison to be associated with poorer
verbd scores. Thereisless guidance from the literature on the effects of time expenditures on
children’s socioemotional behavior. Family and socid activities, such as going to church, egting
meals, and vigting with others, are expected to be related to fewer behavior problems because
those activities provide socia support. Participation in structured activities such as sportsis dso
likely to be associated with fewer behavior problems, both because children who are aggressve
or withdrawn are not likely to participate and because such activities are likely to improve

children’s sdlf-esteem through the development of physical and socid skills.

Data and M ethods

The Child Development Supplement to the Pane Study of Income Dynamics

The study sample was drawn from the 1997 Child Devel opment Supplement (CDS) to the
Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID), a 30-year longitudind survey of a representative
sample of U.S. men, women, children, and the familiesin which they resde. In 1997, the PSID
added arefresher sample of immigrants to the United States so that the sample represents the
U.S. population in 1997. When weights are used, the PSID has been found to be representative
of U.S. individuas and their families (Fitzgerdld, Gottschak & Moffitt, 19984).

With funding from the Nationdl Indtitute of Child Health and Human Devel opment
(NICHD), data were collected in 1997 on up to two randomly selected 0 to 12-year-old children
of PSID respondents both from the primary caregivers and from the children themselves. The

CDS survey period began in March 1997 and ended in December 1997 with a break from mid-



June through August; thus the study took place only during the school year. Interviews were
completed with 2,380 child households containing 3,563 children. The response rate was 838
percent. Post-dratification weights based upon the 1997 Current Population Survey were used to
make the data nationdly representative. Sample characterigtics reflect the characteristics of the

population of children under age 13 in the United Statesin 1997.

Time Diaries

Most surveys obtain estimates of time expenditures by asking parents directly how much
time they spend in certain activities, such asreading to their child. While smple and widdly
used, this method is subject to socid dedirability bias. Parents report more time spent on
desirable activities (such as reading to a child) than on less desirable ones (Hofferth, 1999).
Second, the vdidity of the answers is poor when activities are infrequent (Juster & Stafford,
1985; Marini & Shelton, 1993). In contrast, substantial methodological work has established the
vaidity and rdiability of data collected in time-diary form (Juster & Stafford, 1985). For
example, estimates of eementary school-age children’ s time spent in televison viewing range
from 13 (Bianchi & Robinson, 1997; Timmer, et d., 1985) to 30 hours per week (Medrich, et d.,
1982). Mog studies using diaries have estimated television time to average 13 to 15 hours per
week. Studies obtaining higher figures may include time in which the televison may be on but it
is not the primary activity. The single study that compared parent reports with time-lapse video
home observation reported that 5-year-old children watched an average of 14.2 hours according
to diaries compared with 13.4 actudly observed hours (Anderson, Field, Collins, Lorch &
Nathan, 1985). This supports our contention that diaries produce reasonably accurate estimates

of frequent activities.

10



The 1997 Child Devel opment Supplement collected a complete time diary for one
weekday and one weekend day for 79 percent (2,818) of the 3,563 sample children aged O to 12.
Comparisons between children who provided a diary and those who did not showed no
sgnificant differences on demographic characterigtics. The time diary, which was interviewer-
administered either to the parent or to the parent and child, asked questions about the child's
flow of activities over a 24-hour period beginning a midnight of the randomly designated day.
These questions ask the primary activity that was going on at that time, when it began and ended,
and whether any other activity was taking place. Children’s activities were first assgned to one
of 10 generd activity categories (e.g., sports and active leisure) and then coded into 3-digit
subcategories (e.g., playing soccer). Coding was conducted by professiona coders employed by
the data collection organization; the level of reliability exceeded 90 percent. For this study, the
primary activities of children 3 to 11 were classfied into the 18 mgor categories used by
Timmer and colleagues (Timmer, et d., 1985) plusday care. Time spent traveing for the
purposes of engaging in a pecific activity isincluded in that category. Secondary activities,
such as having the television on while doing homework, are not counted as “watching
televison.” Thus, some activities that are often secondary may appear underestimated. Weekly
time is computed by multiplying weekday time by 5 and weekend day time by 2, after removing
children who do not have both a weekend and weekday diary and two who spent the week
vigting. Whilethe firg analyses include al 2,818 children under 12, for the regression andyses
we included only the 2,151 children aged 3 through 12, since test scores are only available for
these children. A few cases were missing demographic variables; their omission reduced the

andyss sample for the regressons with controls to 2,123 cases. The actua number of cases
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varies by outcome; not dl children were assessed. Furthermore, only children age 6 and older

were administered the Passage Comprehension and Calculation tedts.

M easurement of the Demographic Variables

The demographic variables usad to analyze the impact of family factors on the time of
children 3 to 12 include age and gender of child; age and race of heed; family type and
employment of heed and wife; family income; education of head; and number of children. Age
of child, age of head, education of head (years of completed schooling), income, and number of
children in the family are continuous variables with means of 7.5, 38, 13, $51,200, and 2.5,
respectively. To make the coefficients comparable, income is scaled in tens of thousands of
dollars. Race/ethnicity is categorica—68 percent are non-Hispanic white, 16 percent non-
Hispanic black, 11 percent Hispanic, 3 percent Asian, and 2 percent other races. Non-Hispanic
white is the omitted comparison category. Gender is dichotomous, with O indicating mae and 1
indicating femae; 49 percent are femde. An interaction between gender and ageisincluded to
capture gender differencesin activitieswith age. Findly, in order to capture the joint effect of
employment and family structure, we included 6 dummy varigbles—dual-earner family (44
percent); fema e breadwinner-male nonemployed family (3 percent); no breadwinner family (4
percent); single employed femae-headed family (15 percent); sngle nonemployed femae-
headed family (6 percent); and single mae-headed family (3 percent); with the mae

breadwinner-fema e homemaker family (25 percent) the omitted, comparison category.



Child Assessments

This paper examines the association between children’s activities and their achievement
measured by standardized tests, controlling for the demographic variables associated with
activity choice. Four subtests of the Woodcock-Johnson Revised Test of Basic Achievement
were used: letter-word identification, atest of children’s ability to identify and respond to letters
and words, passage comprehension, a test which measures vocabulary and comprehension kills;
caculation, atest of mathematica caculation performance; and gpplied problems, atest of kill
in analyzing and solving practical numerica problems (Woodcock & Mather, 1989). Scores are
age- dandardized with amean of 100 and a standard deviation of 15. In addition, children’'s
socioemotiond adjustment is measured by the Behavior Problems Index. The Behavior
Problems Index, developed by Peterson and Zill obtains parent reports of the incidence and
severity of child behavior problemsin a survey setting (Peterson & Zill, 1986). The 30-item
scdeisdivided into two subscales, one measuring withdrawn or distressed behavior, caled
“interndizing,” and the other measuring aggressive behavior, caled “externdizing.” Meansfor
the full scale average 40, with astandard deviation of 8. Rdigbilities for the totd, interna, and

external scales, as measured by Cronbach’s alpha, are 0.90, 0.81, and 0.86.

Results
Number of Activities
The results presented first are based upon the 2,818 children between birth and age 12
whose parents had completed time diaries for them (or with them) for two days in the previous
week. Children were reported to have, on average, 22 to 24 activities on aweekday and 24 on a

weekend (analyses not shown). The mean number of different activities, the “variety of
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activities” was 11 to 13 on both weekday and weekend days. These estimates are smilar to

estimates obtained in earlier research (Timmer, et d., 1985).

Participation and Time Spent in Activities

Table 1 ligts the percentage of children engaging in each of 19 primary activitiesin a
week, by age, estimated from their time diaries. From thistableit isclear that dl children deep,
egt, and engage in or receive personal care and that most play and watch televison. Few engage
in market work or hobbies. Otherwise, the types of activities vary by age of the child. For
example, while few preschool age children study, more than haf of school-age children do so.
Given that many activities are occasona, we would not expect al children to engage in most of
these on adaily or weekly basis. However, we want to abstract from the reports of a
representative sample of children’s weeks to describe the activities of American children. To do
30 we cdculate the average time dl children spend in an activity, which isafunction of the
proportion of those who engage in the activity and the time those participating spend iniit. Time
estimates based upon activities with low frequencies, such as hobbies and market work, are
likely to be unreliable estimates of the overdl dlocation of time and are not discussed here.

(Table 1 about here)

Table 1 dso shows the average hours and minutes children under age 13 spent in 19
activitiesin an average week in 1997. The bottom row shows that 99 percent of the 24-hour
period was accounted for, an indicator of the comprehensiveness of our coding categories. We

firgt focus on children’s nondiscretionary time; that is, time spent in school and day care.
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Children’s Time in School

American children spent about 21 hours per week in school and another 4 hours and 24
minutesin day carein 1997. As onewould expect, time spent in school varies draméticaly by
age. Children under age 3 spent dmost no timein school. Children 3 to 5 spent 12 hoursin
school, whereas children ages 6 to 8 and 9 to 12 spent 32 to 33 hoursin school per week. These
esimates are consstent with earlier research (Timmer, et d., 1985), dthough higher than studies
which conducted interviews during the summer months (Robinson & Bianchi, 1997) or which
excluded classroom time not devoted to schoolwork (Larson & Verma, 1999). Our estimates
include travel time to and from school, which averages about 2 hours per week (not shown).
Children under age 3 spent more than 9 hours per week in day care, children 3 to 5 about 72
hours, children 6 to 8 about 1% hours; and children 9 to 12 about ¥z hour per week in day care.

These estimates are averaged over al children, including those who spend no time in the activity.

Discretionary Time: Children's Free Play versus Structured Activities

To obtain the amount of free time children have in 1997, we subtracted nondiscretionary
time—time spent in persond care, egting, deeping, and school (including day care)—from 168
hours. That amounted to 51 hours or 30 percent of children’sweek. About one-hdf of thisfree
time was spent in unstructured play (15 hours) or televison watching (12 hours). About one- hdf
hour was spent in outdoor activities. In contrast, 4% hours were spent in sports, 1 hour was spent
in church, and 3 hours were spent vidting. Assuming that the latter represent structured
activities, the total adds to only 8 ¥ hours per week, less than 1/5 of their unstructured time.

The proportion of children’s time spent in Structured activities (sports, visiting, church)

increases as children grow, from 5%z hours among 0 to 2-year-olds to 11%2 hours among 9 to 12
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year olds. Concomitantly, the amount of time spent playing declines to less than 9 hours (18
percent of time) among older eementary school age children from dmost 25 hours among
infants and toddlers. The time per week spent watching televison dmost doubles to 13%2 hours
from 734 hours. Thus, the amount of structured time is larger anong older than younger
children, dthough it is till only about 22 percent of their discretionary time.

The time children spend in other passive leisure amounts to only 2 hours per week.
Besides going to movies and sports events at which children are spectators, passive leisure

includes ligtening to music and just Sitting around. Age vaiation is amdl for this category.

Out-of-School Learning Time

Children spend about 1% hours studying, but there is substantia variation by age. Ascan
be expected, preschool age children spend little time “studying.” Children 6 to 8 spend about 2
hours 9 minutes studying, about 26 minutes per school day. Children 9 to 12 spend about 3
hours 40 minutes studying, 44 minutes per school day. In contrast, children spend about 1 hour
per week reading for plessure, with little variation in reading time among children of different
ages. At young ages, parents read to children; at older ages, children read to themsdlves.

Televison time can be consdered learning or passive leisure, depending upon what
children are watching. Children watched about 12 hours per week during 1997, representing ¥4
of their freetime. Teevison viewing increases as children age, from about 734 hours for very
young children to 13%2 hours among 9 to 12 year olds. After children reach age 3, televison

viewing remains sable at approximately 13 hours per week, dightly less than 2 hours per day.

Family Time
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Timein household work amounted to 5% hours per week in 1997. A subgtantia
component of household work is shopping. Children tend to accompany their parentsin this
activity, which explains the high amount of time among young children. Time spent eating
meals amounted to about 9 hours per week in 1997, about 1 hour and 15 minutes per day.
Children averaged about three-quarters of an hour in conversation as a primary activity.

The largest component of children’stime is degping, a 74 hours 33 minutes per week in
1997, or about 10%2 hours per night. Seeping declines from 12 hours per day for infants and

toddlersto 10 hoursfor older elementary school children. Personal care occupied about 8 hours.

Family Characterisicsand Children’sTime

For the multivariate analysis, children 3 to 12 in 1997 were sub-sdected from the full
sample, to which their other characteristicsare smilar. In Table 2, we present the coefficients
for the impact of family factors on weekly time spent in school, day care, play, housework,
reading, studying, sports, TV, church, visiting, and degping using Tobit regression models.
These modds adjust for the fact that not al children engage in each activity (Tobin, 1958). If
this technigque were not used, the regression dope would be biased by the inclusion of zero
vaues. The coefficients reflect both the effect of the independent variable on the probability of
the activity and on the hours spent in the activity by participants (McDonald & Moffitt, 1980).
The higher the proportion of children who participate in the activity, the more the results reflect
the hours among participants and thus the more similar the results become to those from OLS
regressons just on participants. We discuss the activities according to the four issues described
earlie—school and day care time, unstructured versus structured activities, out-of-school

learning, and family time.
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(Table 2 about here)

Schoal or Day Care

As expected, enrollment in day care (but not school) is linked to the age of the child and
the employment status of mothers. Asthey age, children spend moretimein school and lessin
day care. Children of employed mothers, regardiess of whether the mother is married or single,
are more likely to be in day care and spend more time there than children in a mae breadwinner-
femae homemaker family, the omitted category. Children from higher-income families spend
moretimein day care, but not in school, probably because of their greater ability to afford
private programs. Net of income and parenta education, black children spend moretimein
school. Thismay reflect a differencesin school scheduling patterns in schools with minority

populations or differentid use of school-based after-school programs.

Free Play versus Structured Activities

Pay. Dueto maternd responsbility for caring for children and, therefore, the increased
time such children spend out of the home, free play time a home is lower when mothers are
employed than when they are not. Consistent with expectations, as children grow older, they
gpend lesstime playing and more time in other activities. Interestingly, the time spent playing
decdlines margindly fagter by age for girlsthan for boys. Girls timein activities such as reading
and vigiting increases faster than that for boys while boys' time increases fagter in sports. Net of
other factors, black, Hispanic, and Asan children spend less time playing than white non-
Higpanic children. Children in large families spend more time playing, most likely with each

other. The head's education and family income are not related to children’s play time.
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Church. Compared with children in male breadwinner-femae homemaker families,
children in al other family types spend lesstime in church. Given traditiona church teachings
with regards to divorce and nonmarital childbearing, we suspect that families that do not fit
prevaent lifestyle and parenting norms are smply less likely to attend regularly. While busy
schedules are part of the gory, it is not Smply amatter of having a busy schedule, snce children
in families with no breadwinner or with a nonemployed femae head dso spend lesstimeiin
church. As expected, children from black families and families with an older heed spend more
timein church. Church time offsets the lower play time of black children.

Sports. Family type isimportant to ports participation. Children of nonworking femae
heads spend more time in ports than children living in a male breadwinner-female homemaker
family. Perhaps such parents utilize sport programs as a source of supervision for their children,
whereas children of employed female heads utilize forma child care programs. As children
grow older, they spend more time in sports activities. While there is no sgnificant overdl
gender differencein participation in sports at younger ages, as they get older, girls participation
declinesrdative to that of boys, reflecting an increasing gender gap.  In spite of the fact that
gportsis an avenue for skill-building and upward mohility, minority children spoend lesstimein
gports than white children, dl elseequa. This may reflect differentid accessto such programs.
Children in large families spend more time in sports, perhaps due to exposure through older
gblings. Nether parental education nor income is associated with participation of childrenin
gports activities, net of other factors.

Vigting. The time spent socidizing and participating in privately-sponsored clubs and
programsis dso linked to family structure and employment. Children of aworking female heed

arelesslikdy to participate in such activities than children in a mae breadwinner-femae

19



homemaker family, probably because they aretoo busy. Girls spend significantly lesstime a
young ages vigting than boys, however, asthey grow older, girls timein such activities
increases fagter than boys time. Children in larger families spend margindly lesstime vigting
than do those in smaler families, perhaps because of the greater opportunity for socid activities

within the family. There are no differencesin visting by family income or education.

Family Time

Household work. In contrast to expectations, no differences in children’s household

work time by family structure and maternal employment were found. Children do not help more
or lessin household choresif their mother is employed. Consstent with greater familism,
children in Higpanic families spend more time in household work than children in white nor
Hispanic families, while children in black and Asan families spend lesstime. For Hispanic
children the greater amount of household work offsets the lower amount of time spent playing.
There are no gender differencesin time spent in household work; these children are il rather
young. Findly, in families with a better-educated head, children do more housework. This may
be due to greater expectations for children in such families or to more time spent shopping.
Eding. While maternal employment is associated with reduced time children spend
eding, the income it brings permits more time eating. Culturd differences in egting patterns
may be reflected in the finding that children from black and Higpanic families spend more time
edting than children from white families.  As children age, they spend less time eating and more
timein other activities. Children living with older parents dso spend more time eating medls.
Sesping. Materna employment islinked to deep. Children in dud-earner families and

children in families with a working femae head spent less time deeping then children in mde
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breadwinner-femae homemaker families. If there is no breadwinner, children get more deep.
Sleep depends on children’s characterigtics, of course. As expected, older children deep less
than younger ones. Femdes deep longer than maes, but the difference declines with age. Black

children spend more timein other activities. Asaresult they deep less than white children.

Out-of-School Learning

Reading. Childrenin dl family types read less than children in male breadwinner-femde
homemaker families. However, the amount of difference in reading time varies. The difference
between children’s reeding time in aworking femae-headed family and a ma e breadwinner-
femae homemaker family (-2.09) islarger than the difference between a two- parent dud-earner
and amde breadwinner family (-0.52). These differences reflect differencesin time spent a
home and availability of a second parent. Consistent with the emphasis on learning in the Asan
community (Kao, et d., 1996) and offsetting some of the lower time spent playing, Adan
children spend significantly more time reading. 1n contrast, black and Higpanic children spend
ggnificantly less time reading than white non-Hispanic children. Older children spend timein
other activities, consequently, reading for pleasure declines as children age. Girlsread less per
week than boys, but, with age, their reading time increases relaive to that of boys. Not
surprisingly, children of more educated heads read more. It islikely that the parents read more
themsdlves, have more books around the home, and encourage their children to read.

Studying. Congstent with the previous results indicating that they read less for pleasure,
older children study more than younger children. Black, Hispanic, and Asian children spend
more time studying than white nor-Hispanic children, net of other factors. Factors associated

with parenta nonemployment may aso be linked to lower study time since we find that children
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gudy lessin familiesin which there are two nonworking parents. Family incomeis not related

to time spent studying; however, the education of the head is. Children of better-educated heads
spend more time studying than children of less-educated heeds. Findly, children in familieswith
an older head spend more time studying. Older parents are probably more knowledgeable about
the importance of studying and encourage their children to do so.

Tdevigon. Children’stdevison viewing isrdated to parentd employment. Childrenin
dual-earner families watch about 1 hour less television per week than those with amae
breadwinner. Such children spend lesstime a home in which to watch televison; they are likdy
to bein school or preschool. Race differences are striking. Black and Asian children watch
consderably more televison than white, non-Higpanic children, 2 and 2/3 hours more among
black, and amost 5 more hours per week among Asan children. Findly, parental education
matters. Children of better-educated parents watch 2 hour less televison per week than children
of less-educated parents. Children of higher income parents dso watch less TV, though the effect

isquite smdl.

Association of Children’s Timewith Cognitive and Behavioral Outcomes

In Table 3, we show the results of regressing achievement and behavior on children’s
activities. While we cannot determine causdlity because activities and achievement are
measured concurrently, we found numerous activities to be significantly associated with scores
on achievement tests and on the Behavior Problems Index and its subscales (not shown). These
associations are primarily due to family factors affecting how children’stimeis spent. When
demographic factors that affect how time is spent were included, only afew activities retain their

ggnificant association with cognitive achievement and behavior, and we focus only upon them.



(Table 3 about here)

Timein learning activitiesis particularly important to achievement. Besides spending
time in school, which is associated with higher scores on the gpplied problems test, spending
more time reading for pleasure is strongly associated with higher scores on dl achievement tests.
Tdevison and studying time are not associated with higher or lower scores on any tests.

Family time isimportant to both achievement and behavior. Spending more time edting
medls is associated with a higher score on the letter-word and applied problemstests. Itisaso
associated with areduction in totd, externdizing, and, margindly (p<.10), interndizing
problems. Time spent deeping is associated with fewer interndizing behavior problems.

Active leisure is more productive than passive leisure. More time spent playing sportsis
associated with a higher score on the applied problems test and with reduced total behavior
problems, externdizing problems, and, margindly (p<.10), interndizing problems. Time spent
vigting is associated with higher scores on dl four cognitive tests. In contragt, time spent in

passive leisure is associated with lower scores on the applied problems test.

Summary and Conclusons

In 1997, 55 percent of an average child's week was spent eating, deeping or in persona
care, with an additional 15 percent spent in school or day care. This leaves only 30 percent of
children’ stime as discretionary, the primary focus of our research. Of this 51 hours, free play
comprised 15 hours per week—29 percent—and television viewing about 12 hours per week—
24 percent of their freetime. In contrast, structured activities comprised 9 hours—18 percent of

free time—Iess than their time spent playing. Children spend little time in educationa
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activities—1 hour reading, and 1 hour and 48 minutes studying. Art activities, household work,
conversations, and other passve leisure complete the week.

One of the objectives of this research was to identify the factors associated with variation
in how children spend time. Of the variety of activities in which children participate, we focused
on four mgor categories of activities—school, structured and ungtructured activities, out-of-
schooal learning, and family time. In contrast to earlier research, we found consistent evidence
that maternad employment affects children’ s time during the school year. Children spend more
timein day careif they live with an employed mother. Asaresult, they spend lesstimein
everything dse, including play, structured activities such as church, family activities such as
egting and desping, and learning time such as reading. They aso waich television less,

Parentd education, which reflects knowledge, preferences, and vaues, is postively
related to educationd activities such as reading and studying and negatively associated with
televison viewing. Family structure and Sze affect the ability of parents to monitor their
children and the availability of playmates. Children of single femae parents spend lesstimein
educationd activities such as reading, regardless of the employment status of the parent. In
contrast, they spend more time in structured sports. Children from larger families spend more
time playing and in sports, and less time visiting than children from smdler families, such
children have abuilt-in set of playmates. Income is not as important as commonly believed.
Family income was sgnificantly associated only with the time children watch tlevision
(negetively), and the time spent eating medls and in day care (pogitively).

Race/ethnicity affects most activities. Many of the differences, such as the larger amount
of time Asan children spend in educationd activities at home, the greater amount of time black

children spend in church activities, and the higher amount of time Higpanic children spend in
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family activities such as eating and household work were not surprisng. More research on the
sources of racelethnic differencesis needed.

Findly, kegping in mind that we cannot determine the causal direction of the effect, we
asked whether time was associated with children’s achievement and behavior. Of the three
learning activities—reading, studying, and televison—only reading was linked to achievement.
We found that children who spent time reading for pleasure did better on tests of cognitive
achievement. Studying may result as much from having difficulty in school as from mativation
to excd; greater sudying may characterize both low and high achievers. While often negativein
direction, more televison viewing was never sgnificantly detrimentd to children’ s achievement.
Not surprisngly, spending more time in school was linked to higher achievement.

Structured activities were linked to both cognitive and emotiona development. Those
who played sports were better problem-solvers and had fewer emotiona problems. Perhaps the
cognitive skills learned on the playing field contribute to problem-solving and the socid and
physical skills developed contribute to better emotiona adjustment. Alternatively, children
lacking cognitive and socia skills may not participate in sports activities. Involvement with
othersin vigiting, which includes participation in youth organizations, was linked to greater
achievement on dl tests. Time spent playing per se was associated neither with achievement nor
with behavior problems. Passive leisure was found to be associated with neither poorer test
scores nor behavior problems; these findings support the conclusion thet active forms of leisure
promotes children’ s development more than passive forms.

Time spent in family activitiesis associated with fewer problem behaviors. We found that
children who spent more hours egting meds and deegping had lower levels of behavior problems

than those who spent fewer hours egting or deeping. During medl-time children and parents can
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discuss what happened during the day. Thisis not the only time children and parents spend
talking, but children spent only about 45 minutes sitting and talking as the main activity in 1997.
Seep isdso important to children’swell-being. Of course, it may be that children who have
behavior problems both sit till and deep less. This research was conducted at only one point in
time. Longitudinal research is needed to demongtrate a causa relationship between activities and
child achievement and behavior.

Parents often seek informed guidance asto how to direct their children’s activities. This paper
has shown that the amount of time spent a home eating, deeping, and reading is linked to
children’s achievement and behavior. However, schools, day care centers, and before-and after-
school programs exert important influences on children’ s lives today as time spent & home
declines. Out-of-home sports participation and visiting represent important aspects of children’'s
lives both in the amount of time spent and in their relaionship to cognitive and socioemotiond
well-being. However, as children spend less time at home, time spent reading, deeping and

edting may decline. A baance of out-of-home and home-based activities may be desirable.
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Table 1. Percentage of Children Engaging in Major Activities and Weekly Hours:Minutes Spent by All Children, by Age, 1997

0 to 2 years 3to 5 years 6 to 8 years 91to 12 years Total
(N=667) (N=629) (N=639) (N=883) (N=2818)
Variable Percent Hours:Min Percent Hours:Min Percent Hours:Min Percent Hours:Min Percent Hours:Min
Market Work 1 0:00 0 0:00 2 0:06 4 0:16 2 0:07
Household Work 68 4:40 81 6:09 80 4:45 88 6:09 80 5:29
Personal Care 99 8:55 100 8:32 100 7:56 100 7.57 100 8:18
Eating 100 11:38 100 9:22 100 8:08 100 7:25 100 9:.01
Sleeping 100 86:01 100 76:08 100 70:34 100 67:39 100 74:33
School 15 1:33 52 12:05 91 32:18 90 33:37 64 20:55
Studying 4 0:12 17 0:34 55 2:09 62 3:40 36 1:48
Church 12 0:27 24 1:03 25 1:20 28 1:30 23 1:.07
Visiting 48 2:40 59 3:21 61 3:28 69 3:28 60 3:15
Sports 56 2:13 73 4:10 76 5:17 76 6:26 70 4:40
Outdoors 9 0:25 19 0:37 14 0:29 17 0:42 15 0:34
Hobbies 2 0:.01 2 0:05 2 0:04 4 0:09 2 0:05
Art Activities 19 0:31 36 1:15 23 0:44 22 0:56 25 0:51
Playing 100 24:55 98 17:26 92 11:55 88 8:50 94 15:16
TV 71 747 98 13:49 96 12:47 94 13:33 20 12:04
Reading 42 1:15 53 1:26 43 1:09 34 1:15 42 1:16
Household Conversations 41 1:11 38 0:49 31 0:30 28 0:27 34 0:43
Other Passive Leisure 53 2:49 54 2:37 46 1:33 52 2:22 51 2:21
Day Care 25 9:20 23 7:27 13 1:42 4 0:26 16 4:24
TOTAL 166:36 166:55 166:54 166:45 166:47
N/A 1:25 1:05 1:06 1:15 1:13
Percent of time
accounted for by
activities 99.2% 99.4% 99.3% 99.3% 99.3%

Notes Source: PSID-CS 1997

*Total weekly time in hours:minutes =168:00

Weekly times for individuals derived as the sum of 5 times weekday time + 2 times weekend day time



Table 2. Parameter Estimates of Tobit Equations for the Hours per Week Children 3-12 Years-Old Spend in Typical Activities®

Variable
Intercept

Age of child

Age of head

Black

Hispanic

Asian

Other Race

Two Earner

Female Breadwinner
No Breadwinner
Working Female Head
Nonworking Female Head
Male Head

Gender of Child (1=F)
Sex*age

Income (0000)
Education of Head
Number of Children
Scale

Log Likelihood

N (noncensored)
N (censored)

*p<.05

School Day Care Play Church Sports  Visiting Housework Eating Sleep Reading Studying
-5.64 -0.82 23.25* -11.47* 0.54 4.26* 1.88 8.49* 79.37* -3.11* -12.92*
(3.28) (11.36) 1.77) (2.00) (1.51) (1.60) (1.27) (0.62) (1.47) (0.90) (1.31)
3.71* -7.48* -1.19* 0.14 0.70* -0.11 -0.01 -0.24* -1.04* -0.35*% 1.05*
(0.20) (0.78) (0.11) (0.12) (0.09) (0.10) (0.08) (0.04) (0.09) (0.06) (0.08)
0.02 -0.11 -0.04 0.11* -0.01 -0.05 0.02 0.02* -0.01 0.02 0.06*
(0.05) (0.19) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
3.66* 0.28 -3.46* 3.29* -3.56* -0.55 -1.85* 0.55* -1.08* -1.29* 1.85*
(1.21) (3.81) (0.67) (0.74) (0.57) (0.61) (0.48) (0.23) (0.55) (0.36) (0.46)
0.66 -7.97 -2.63* -0.09 -4.23* -1.73* 2.59* 1.02* 1.02 -0.89* 3.23*
(1.43) (5.75) (0.78) (0.88) (0.68) (0.72) (0.56) (0.27) (0.65) (0.42) (0.53)
2.30 -14.39 -3.27* -0.54 -4.37* -1.36 -1.63 0.32 1.43 1.48* 2.46*
(2.48) (11.44) (1.34) (1.55) (1.18) (2.25) (0.96) (0.47) (1.12) (0.64) (0.91)
5.41 -18.55 -3.62* -1.61 -4.68* 3.25*% -0.03 0.36 0.87 0.33 1.40
(3.04) (12.33) (1.68) (2.01) (1.47) (1.46) (1.20) (0.58) (1.38) (0.82) (1.19)
1.71 32.04* -2.26* -1.01 0.36 0.08 0.09 -0.37 -1.04* -0.52* -0.70
(1.00) (4.35) (0.54) (0.58) (0.46) (0.49) (0.39) (0.19) (0.45) (0.26) (0.38)
1.34 32.11* -2.08 -1.54 -1.97 1.57 -1.45 -0.51 -0.05 -1.55*% -0.53
(2.46) (8.55) (1.35) (1.45) (1.16) (1.22) (0.98) (0.47) (1.12) (0.72) (0.94)
0.56 -1.66 0.79 -5.45* 1.40 -1.42 -0.24 -1.28* 2.73* -1.24* -3.13*
(2.20) (12.61) (1.19) (1.53) (1.04) (1.12) (0.87) (0.42) (0.99) (0.63) (0.88)
2.44 41.35* -3.32* -5.25*% 0.58 -1.46* -0.47 -0.99* -1.53* -2.09* -0.52
(1.37) (5.20) (0.75) (0.92) (0.64) (0.69) (0.54) (0.26) (0.62) (0.40) (0.52)
-1.07 3.46 0.94 -3.63* 2.53* -0.57 -1.45 0.21 -0.07 -1.52* -1.04
(1.89) (7.56) (1.02) (1.18) (0.87) (0.95) (0.75) (0.36) (0.85) (0.56) (0.72)
3.20 32.34* -0.03 -2.18 -0.66 -0.23 -0.27 -0.88* -1.17 -0.66 -1.34
(2.24) (7.83) (1.23) (1.42) (1.04) (1.12) (0.88) (0.43) (1.02) (0.62) (0.84)
3.42 -14.03* 0.79 1.15 -0.54 -4.77* 1.15 0.87* 3.95* -1.62* 0.65
(2.23) (6.85) (1.18) (1.32) (1.01) (2.08) (0.85) (0.41) (0.98) (0.58) (0.92)
-0.55* 1.66 -0.28 -0.15 -0.53* 0.67* 0.08 -0.11* -0.41* 0.29* -0.15
(0.27) (2.01) (0.15) (0.16) (0.12) (0.13) (0.10) (0.05) (0.12) (0.07) (0.11)
0.04 0.57* -0.01 0.04 -0.03 -0.00 -0.05 0.03* -0.04 -0.00 0.02
(0.08) (0.22) (0.05) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.03) (0.02) (0.04) (0.02) (0.03)
-0.12 0.17 0.09 0.12 0.08 0.06 0.18* 0.04 0.02 0.36* 0.18*
(0.16) (0.61) (0.09) (0.09) (0.07) (0.08) (0.06) (0.03) (0.07) (0.05) (0.06)
0.74* -5.68* 0.47* 0.13 0.20 -0.36 -0.12 0.02 0.04 -0.10 -0.10
(0.37) (2.47) (0.20) (0.22) (0.18) (0.19) (0.15) (0.07) (0.17) (0.11) (0.14)
17.23 34.59 9.53 8.23 7.88 8.15 6.74 3.36 7.98 4.15 5.84
(0.32) @.77) (0.16) (0.29) (0.15) (0.17) (0.12) (0.05) (0.12) (0.11) (0.14)
-7643 -1714 -7331 -2594 -5983 -5308 -6220 -5573 -7407 -3193 -3799
1682 295 1903 587 1564 1332 1696 2118 2123 807 1020
441 1828 220 1536 559 791 427 5 0 1316 1103

v
18.58*
(1.80)
-0.06
(0.11)
0.04
(0.03)
2.63*
(0.68)
-0.00
(0.80)
4.77*
(1.37)
-2.47
(1.70)
-1.17*
(0.56)
-0.20
(1.37)
-1.62
(1.23)
0.05
(0.77)
-0.68
(1.05)
-0.86
(1.26)
-0.97
(1.20)
0.17
(0.15)
-0.09*
(0.05)
-0.46*
(0.09)
-0.06
(0.21)
9.78
(0.16)

-7607
2043
80



'Standard errors in parentheses



TABLE 3 HAS BEEN PUT IN MS-WORD FORMAT IN ORDER TO ALIGN ON THE DECIMALS.

Table 3. Regressions of Achievement and Behavior Problems on Activities, With Controls for Family and Child Background (a)

Woodcock-Johnson

Achievement Test

Letter-Word Passage Applied Total Behavior External Behavior Internal Behavior
Activity Comprehension Comprehension Problems Calculation Problems Problems Problems

Intercept 82.45* 89.84 * 83.55 * 88.30 * 49.48 * 28.71 * 18.79
Market Work 0.11 0.23 0.43 0.64 * -0.07 0.01 -0.08
Personal Care -0.11 -0.06 -0.09 -0.07 -0.02 0.01 -0.02
Conversation -0.19 0.47 0.06 0.84 0.17 0.09 0.06
Passive Leisure -0.11 -0.01 -0.23 0.01 -0.03 -0.02 -0.01
Housework -0.02 0.13 0.13 -0.03 -0.01 -0.01 0.00
Eating 0.32* 0.12 0.27 * 0.14 -0.19 * -0.14 * -0.04
Sleeping -0.03 -0.04 -0.08 -0.11 -0.04 -0.01 -0.03
In School 0.07 0.07 0.15 * 0.12 -0.04 -0.03 -0.02
Studying 0.14 0.10 0.11 0.00 0.03 0.03 0.01
In Church 0.15 0.21 0.10 0.29 -0.02 -0.01 -0.03
Visiting 0.18* 0.21 * 0.22 * 0.25 * -0.07 -0.03 -0.03
Playing Sports 0.02 0.08 0.20 * 0.16 -0.07 * -0.04 * -0.03
Outdoors -0.16 0.09 0.01 0.12 -0.00 0.03 -0.03
Hobbies 0.56 0.22 0.05 -0.31 -0.01 -0.01 -0.01
Art 0.27 0.26 0.10 -0.21 -0.11 -0.07 -0.03
Playing -0.04 -0.02 0.06 0.06 -0.00 0.01 -0.01
Watching TV -0.04 -0.01 -0.03 -0.01 0.00 0.01 -0.01
Reading 0.75* 0.53 * 0.65 * 0.58 * -0.02 -0.01 0.01
Day Care -0.07 0.13 0.12 0.10 -0.02 -0.01 -0.01
R-Squared 0.21 0.21 0.25 0.17 0.07 0.07 0.08
N 1726 1218 1719 1211 2121 2121 2121
*p<.05

(a) Controlled are age and sex of child, race/ethnicity, education and age of head, family structure and employment, income, and family size.

*



Table A-1. Means and Standard Deviations of Variables Used in Analyzing Children's Time in 1997

Mean Std. Dev.

Head's Age 37.85 7.97
Child's Age 7.50 2.89
Gender of Child 0.49 0.50
Gender*Age 3.76 4.32
White 0.66 0.47
Black 0.17 0.37
Hispanic 0.12 0.33
Asian 0.03 0.18
Other Race 0.02 0.14
Two Earner 0.42 0.49
Male Breadwinner 0.25 0.43
Female Breadwinner 0.03 0.16
No Breadwinner 0.03 0.18
Single Working Female Head 0.16 0.37
Single Nonworking Female Head 0.07 0.25
Single Male Head 0.04 0.19
Income (ten thousands) 5.17 6.04
Education of Head 12.84 2.94
Number of Children <18 2.50 1.11
Sample Size 2144
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