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Parents {n = 1509) of young children birth to 6 years of age were surveyed about their children’s

 participation in 30 leisure and recreation community activities. Analyses focused on similarities
and differences according to type of activity (leisure vs. recreation), child age, and child develop-
mental condition (children with vs. children without disabilities or delays). Results showed that
there were age-related increases in the patterns of participation in both recreation and leisure ac-
tivities, but that there was considerable heterogeneity in patterns of participation in terms of the
particular activities constituting the focus of investigation. Findings alse showed greater partici-
pation in leisure compared to recreation activities, and greater participation in both types of ac-
tivities amang children without disabilities or delays.
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The potential value of leisure and recreation
activities far children birth to 6 years of age has
been noted by both researchers and practition-
ers (e.q., DeVoult, 2000; Parnicka, 1995). The
National Association for Sport and Physical Edu-
cation (2002) recently issued guidelines for pro-
moting infant, toddler, and preschooler partici-
pation in everyday activities that provide oppor-
tunities for physical exercise and development.
Bender and Baglin (2003) also proposed guide-
lines for both parents and professionals to en-

courage the participation of young children in
leisure and recreation activities.

The kinds of recreation and leisure activities
that have been described as appropriate for in-
fants, toddlers, and preschoolers include, but
are not limited to, aquatics (Langendorfer,
1990), outdoor activities (Bennett & Bennett,
1993; Rivkin, 1995), gardening (Herd, 1995),
art and music activities (Andress, 1991;
Zimmerman & Zimmerman, 2000), visting
farms, museums, and zoos (Tunnicliffe, 1995;
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Turley, 2001), fishing (Circle, 2003), running
and jumping (Eastman, 1997), T-ball and other
sports activities (Mead et al., 2007), nature ac-
tivities (Cohen & Tunick, 1993), gymnastics
(Poudevigne et al., 2003), fibrary story hours
(Flatow, 1997; Kuchner, 2001), children’s festi-
vals and fairs (Amato, 1989), neighborhood and
community walks (Gobster, 2005), and exercise
and movement classes (Gervais, 2003), among
many other kinds of activities (e.g., Evaldsson &
Corsaro, 1998; Gunner, Atkinson, Nichols, &
Eissa, 2005; Kimball, 1981; Meeks & Mauldin,
1990).

The study described in this paper examined
infant, toddler, and preschooler emerging par-
ticipation in community activities generally con-
sidered either leisure or recreational activities.
We used Kraus’ (2006) descriptions of leisure
and recreation activities to propose working defi-
nitions of the two types of activities applicable to
infants, toddlers, and preschoolers. Our distinc-
tion between the two types of activities is based
on Kraus' {2006) contentions that “leisure
implies. ..reflection, self-enrichment, relaxation,
or pleasure” {p.38) whereas “recreation consists
of human activity or experiences” (p. 45).
Neulinger (1981) made a similar distinction be-
tween leisure and recreation based on a survey
of the “meaning of leisure.” “When asked to de-
scribe the distinction between leisure and rec-
reation, the most frequent reply was that leisure
implies passivity and nonactivity, whereas rec-
reation implies activity” (Neulinger, 1981, p.
25). Accordingly, we postulated that leisure and
recreation activities for infants, toddlers, and
preschoolers would vary from passive to active
child involvement.

The common denominator of both leisure
and recreation activities is participation, whether
as a bystander (passive) or as an operative (ac-
tive). Young children’s participation in any activ-
ity, including recreation and leisure activities, is
often selected and guided by adult family mem-
bers (Géncii, 1999; Ragoff, Mistry, Goncii, &
Mosier, 1993). In addition, participation is
shaped and influenced by the demands of an
activity (e.g., listening to an outdoor concert vs.
taking swimming lessons) which affects haw par-
ticipation is manifested. Participation therefore
would be expected to vary according to type of
activity (Brustad, 1993; de Winter, Baerveldt, &
Kooistra, 1999).
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While it is generally recognized that leisure
and recreation activities are not mutually exclu-
sive but rather serve similar functions (Veal,
1992), the distinctions we made allowed us to
determine if patterns and levels of involvement
differed along a continuum from active to pas-
sive participation (Havitz & Mannell, 2005; Hull,
Stewart, & Yi, 1992; Meeks & Mauldin, 1990).
Moreover, inasmuch as definitions of recreation
and leisure applicable to older children and
adults {see e.g., Veal, 1992; for a compilation of
definitions) often include elements that are not
developmentally appropriate for younger chil-
dren, and especially infants and toddlers {e.g.,
choosing how to spend free time), our working
definitions were considered q first step in deter-
mining if such a categorization of community
activities would be useful for discerning patterns
of differential participation in leisure and recrea-
tion activities.

The particular activities constituting the
focus of analysis were ones that young
children birth to 6 years of age often experience
as part of everyday life. Activity theory (Chaiklin,
Hedegaard, & Jensen, 1999; Géncii, 1999;
Rogoff et al., 1993) was used to guide the iden-
tification and selection of the activities constitut-
ing the focus of analysis. Activity theory posits
that the everyday activity settings making up the
fabric of daily life are the contexts for encourag-
ing participation in different kinds of activities,
including but not limited to, leisure and recrea-
tion (Farver, 1999). Accordingly, the activities
examined in our study were ones that were po-
tentially available to infants, toddlers, and
preschoolers as a part of everyday life. These in-
cluded, but were not limited to, nature walks,
outdoor concerts, fishing, water sports, and bicy-
cling. Interestingly, the activities are the same
ones adults and older children participate in for
leisure and recreation (Neulinger, 1981).

The extent to which participation in leisure
and recreation activities were associated with
child-related characteristics was examined in the
study reported in this paper. The two child fac-
tors that were the focus of analysis were chil-
dren’s ages and developmental condition
(Larson & Verma, 1999). Surprisingly, little is
known empirically about the influence of child
age on patterns of infant, toddler, and
preschooler participation in different leisure and
recreation activities. Much of the evidence con-
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cerning young children’s participation in both
recreation and leisure activities Is descriptive
or anecdotal. The exceptions are studies by
Beckman et al. (1998) and Dunst et al. (2000)
who investigated the different kinds of family
andfor community activities that infants, tod-
dlers, and preschoolers typically participate in as
part of everyday life. Some but not all of the ac-
tivities described by Beckman et al. and Dunst et
al. included leisure and recreation activities.
There is some evidence, for a limited number of
community activities, that children with disabili-
ties participate in such activities less often than
children without disabilities (e.g., Ehrmann,
Aeschleman, & Svanum, 1995).

The need for information about the influ-
ences of child characteristics on participation in
community activities was recently noted by King
et al. (2007) who have been investigating older
children’s involvement in leisure and recreation
activities (Law et al., 2006). This paper includes
information on the age-related and condition-
related (children with vs. children without dis-
abilities or delays) differences in young chil-
dren’s patterns of participation in community lei-
sure and recreation activities. The main goal of
the analyses described in this paper was a more
complete portrayal of which kinds of activities
infants, toddlers, and prescheolers participate in
at different ages.

Method
Participants

The participants were 1,509 parents and
other primary caregivers of young children birth
to 6 years of age from 48 United States and
Puerto Rico. They were recruited through early-
childhood programs that were serving the par-
ticipants’ children at the time the survey was ad-
ministered. Mailing lists of early childhood pro-
grams were obtained from state-level and terri-
tory early childhood intervention program coor-
dinators and from federal Early Head Start,
Head Start, and Bureau of Indian Affairs pro-
gram officers. Letters explaining the studies
were sent to the programs on the mailing lists
asking them to complete a program profile which
was subsequently used to select programs.

Four hundred and fifty pragram profiles were
returned. Profile information was used to stratify
programs according to type of program (pre-
school special education, Head Start, etc.), child

age (birth fo 3, 3 to 5, birth to 5), child condition
(children with and without disabilities), parent
education (less than high schoal, high school,
etc.) family socioeconomic backgrounds (low,
middle, high), family ethnicity (Asian, Latino,
Caucasian, etc.), and parent marital status
{married, divarced, etc.). Programs in different
strata were selected to insure broad-based
child and family representation. Programs serv-
ing typically underrepresented families were
overselected to ensure that large enough sam-
ples of those families were included in the study.
Two hundred and twenty-two (222} out of 450
programs were invited to participate in the study,
180 (80%) of which accepted our invitation.

The parents’ and caregivers’ ages ranged
from 16 to 62 years. They had completed from
zerao (0) to 20 years of formal schooling. About
three-quarters of the respondents were married
or living with a partner (72%); 13% were sepa-
rated, divorced, or widowed; and 15% were sin-
gle, never married, and not living with a part-
ner. The participants were equally divided into
terms of those working (49%) and not working
(51%) outside the horhe. The majority of par-- -
ticipants' families’ socioeconomic backgrounds
(Hollingshead, 1975) were low/middle (26%),
middle (31%), and middie/upper (19%) classes,
whereas 15% had low socioeconomic status
(SES) backgrounds, and 9% had high SES
backgrounds.

Just under 60% of the participants identified
themselves as Caucasian (58%), while the oth-
ers identified themselves as Latino (16%), Afri-
can American or African Descent (10%), Native
American or Native Alaskan (5%}, Asian Ameri-
can or Asian (2%), Pacific Islander or Native Ha-
wailan (1%}, and Middle Eastern (0.5%). A small
percentage of participants indicated they were
biracial or multicultural. The distribution of par-
ticipants according to ethnicity was diverse as
expected from the stratification process.

The children’s ages varied from 1 to 71
months. The mean child age was just over three
years (M = 40.59 months, SD = 17.94). The
children included those with (56%) and without
(44%) identified disabilities or developmental
delays. The children’s disabilities included chro-
mosomal abnormalities {e.g., Down syndrome),
physical disabilities (e.g., cerebral palsy), sen-

sory impairments (e.g., low vision), and other

conditions associated with developmental de-
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lays. The distribution was as expected based on
how programs were stratified and selected.

Survey

Both English and Spanish versions of the
survey were prepared for the study. The survey
was subsequently translated into four other lan-
guages to permit non-English and non-Spanish
speaking parents to complete the survey. The
children's parents or caregivers were asked to
indicate the types of community activities that
served as the context of their children’s partici-
pation and learning. The activities in the survey
were selected based on an extensive review of
the literature on infants’, toddlers’, and
preschoolers’ participation in everyday activi-
ties. Respondents indicated, on a S5-point
scale {0 = not at all, 1 = very little, 2 = some,
3 = alot, 4 = always), the extent to which an
activity was a community experience or oppor-
tunity in which his or her child was involved as
a participant and learned or displayed behavior
that was appropriate to the activities.

The survey included 15 items identified as
leisure activities and 15 items identified as
recreation activities. The items in each cat-
egory were organized into subscales of five
different kinds of activities with three items per
subscale (Table 1). Both the selection of the
items and the assignment of the indicators to

the subscales were guided by existing classifi-
cations and categorizations of leisure and rec-
reation activities (e.g., Glausier, Whorton, &
Morgan, 1996; Snepenger & Crompton, 1985;
Stebbins, 2005).

Principal components factor analyses with
varimax rotation of the 10 sets of activities
each produced a single factor solution. The in-
ternal consistency estimates {coefficient alpha)
for the 10 analyses ranged between .56 and
.79 (Median = .62), which were considered
acceptable for scales including only a few items
(Nunnally, 1978).

Methods of analysis

The primary analysis was a 12 Between-
Child Age (0-6, 6-12...21-66, 66-72 Months)
X 2 Between-Child Condition (Delayed vs.
Nondelayed) X 2 Within the Type of Activity
{Leisure vs. Recreation) ANOVA with subscales
nested within the type of activity factor. The
sum of the ratings for the three items per
subscale was used as the measure of participa-
tion in each of the leisure and recreational ac-
tivity categories. Inasmuch as our main interest

- was children’s emerging participation in leisure

and recreation activities, all between-age
analyses included tests for linear and curvilin-
ear trends in the dependent measures for pur-
poses of ascertaining similarities and differ-

Table 1. Categorization of the Leisure and Recreation Activities
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ences in patterns of emerging participation in
the 10 categories of activities. Cohen's d was
used as the size of effect for between-group
comparisons and for both the linear and curvi-
linear trends (Rosenthal, 1994).

The extent to which degree of participation
varied along an active to inactive continuum
was ascertained by calculating for each leisure
and recreation subscale the percentage of chil-
dren who received a score of either a 3 (a lot) or
4 (always) for one or more activities within each
subcategory. An activity in a subcategory rated
either a 3 or 4 was used as the measure of fre-
quent participation in an activity. This was con-
sidered an appropriate coding procedure since
any one child would not necessarily be expected
to be involved in dll three activities in a
subcategory. Percentages were calculated sepa-
rately for the children with and without disabili-
ties or delays. Chi-square analyses and Cohen's

Figure 1. Patterns of young children's participations in 10 types of leisure and recreation activities

d effect sizes for 2 x 2 tables {Lipsey & Wilson,
2001) were used to ascertain similarities and dif-
ferences in frequency of participation in the 10
subcategories of activities for children with or
without disabilities or delays.

Results
Primary analysis

The ANOVA produced main effects for child
condition, (1, 1484) = 23.02, p < .0001; type
of activity, F(1, 1484) =1845.04, p < .0001;
and child age, F(11, 1484) = 13.74, p < .0001.
Findings showed that children without disabili-
ties or delays participated in more activities
(M = 3.74, SD = 2.97) compared to children
with disabilities or delays (M = 2.86, SD = 2.81),
d = .30. Findings also showed that the children
participated in more leisure activities (M = 4.44,
SD = 2.81) compared to recreation activities
(M = 2.05, SD = 2.50), d = .90.

e e
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The main effects for age and type of activity
were qualified by a child age x type of activity
interaction, F{11, 1484) = 5.16, p < .001. The
subscale nested within type of activity compo-
nents of the ANOVA produced child age x ac-
tivity interactions for both the recreation,
F{44, 5936) = 3.09, p < .001, and the leisure,
F(44, 5936) = 1.63, p < .01, subscales, indi-
cating that there was heterogeneity in patterns
of participation in the different categories of
activities at the different child ages. The pat-
terns of participation are shown in Figure 1.

Follow-up tests of the age-related differences
in patterns of participation in the five types of lei-
sure activities and five types of recreation activi-
ties are shown in Table 2. There were between
age differences in 9 of the 10 analyses, signifi-
cant linear trends in all 10 analyses, and signifi-
cant curvilinear trends in the five leisure activity
analyses. The effect sizes for the linear trends all
indicate, except for organized group activities,
that the magnitude of increases in participation
in both the leisure and recreation activities were
moderately large. The effect sizes for the curvi-
linear trends for the leisure activities indicate
that there were increases in participation fol-
lowed by a leveling off. The leveling off was most
pronounced for involvement in the animal habi-
tats, play activities, and community events.

Leisure activities. Patterns of participation in
the leisure activities showed ascending increases

in all five types of activities birth to 42 months of
age, followed by a leveling off in the levels of
participation (Figure 1). The leveling off was evi-
denced by the significant curvilinear trends for
each leisure activity category, indicating a
threshold effect for the degree or amount of par-
ticipation between 4 and 6 years of age.

Recreation activities. Inspection of Figure 1
shows small, but incremental, increases in par-
ticipation in all five types of recreation activities,
with the greatest increases in seasonal sports
and nature activities, and the smallest increases
ih organized group activities. Despite a signifi-
cant linear increase in participation in organized
group activities, overall levels of participation re-
mained low at all age-levels.
Secondary analysis

Figure 2 shows the percentage of children
with and without disabilities or delays who fre-
quently participated in one or more activities in
each of the 10 subcategories. A larger percent-
age of children without disabilities or delays par-
ticipated in most of the activities compared to
children with disabilities or delays, %% = 5.45
t0 30.86, df = 1, p, < .02 10 .0001, ds = .12
to .29, except for the organized group and out-
door activities, ¥ = 0.62 and 2.20, df = 1,
p, > .10, ds = .04 and .08, where participation
was much alike for both groups of children. Not-
withstanding the statistically significant differ-
ences, patterns of participation were more alike

Table 2. Age-Related ANOVA Results and Cohen’s d Effect Sizes for the Different Types of Recreation and
Leisure Activities

df = 11,1484.

bdf = 1,1484,

<Cohen’s d effect size for the trends.

*p<.05. *¥p < 0] *** p< Q0] **** p< 0001,
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Figure 2. Percentage of children partici

pating in the

than different in all 10 subcategories of activities
for both groups of children as evidenced by the
small sizes of effect for the majority of the 10 be-
tween-group comparisons.

Further inspection of Figure 2 shows that the
three types of activities in which the children par-
ticipated the least were categorized as recrea-
tion activities, and the three types of activities in
which the children participated the most were
categorized as leisure activities. Children’s par-
ticipation in community events and attractions
(both considered leisure activities) occurred less
frequently than participation in nature and sea-
sonal sports activities (both considered recrea-
tion activities).

Discussion

Findings indicated that there were both age-
related and child condition-related differences in
patterns of infant, toddler, and preschooler

emerging participation in recreation and leisure
activities. Results also showed that patterns of

different leisure (L) and

recreation (R) activities
i = e

s

participation varied both between and within the
two types of activities constituting the focus of
analyses (leisure vs. recregtion). Patterns of par-
ticipation generally fell along an active to passive
continuum, although the expected pattern was
not nearly as strong as predicted.

The age-related patterns of participation de-
scribed in this paper, to the best of our knowl-
edge, constitute the first set of data showing the
manner in which young children birth to 6 years
of age become increasingly involved in different
kinds of leisure and recreation activities. The
findings showed for most activities predictable
and expected increases in child participation,
where increases were greatest in activities that
involved mere passive participation. The findings
as a whole add to the knowledge base in terms
of the everyday activities that provide contexts
for child participation and learning (e.g., Génct,
1999; Rogoff et al., 1993).

Findings showed that children without dis-
abilities or delays participated in both leisure and
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recreation activities more often compared to
children with disabilities or delays. This is con-
sistent with findings from other studies (e.g.,
Ehrmann et al., 1995; Howard, 1996; Schieien,
Mustonen, & Rynders, 1995). Despite the differ-
ences, however, patterns of participation of chil-
dren with and without disabilities or delays were
more alike than different (Figure 2). Findings
similar to these were reported by Law et al.
(2006) and Mactavish et al.(1997) for older chil-
dren with disabilities (see also Post, 1986).

The fact that the patterns of participation in
leisure and recreation activities did not con-
form strictly to the predicted continuum (Figure
2) deserves comment to make clear the nature
of child participation in the different kinds of
activities. At the extremes of the active to pas-
sive continuum, patterns of participation make
both empirical and intuitive sense. For exam-
ple, child participation in the entertainment ac-
tivities constituting the focus of investigation
occurred most often presumably because a
child is @ more passive participant in the activi-
ties (e.g., visiting a library}. In contrast, child
participation in outdoor activities (e.g., boating
or camping) occur considerably less often be-
cause an infant or toddler, for example, would
not be expected to have the skills to engage in
these activities. Rather, a child would typically
be involved in these activities as a bystander
where the child's parents or caregivers, for ex-
ample, were the persons rowing a boat or
pitching a fent.

Why then was child participation in nature
activities (walks, hiking, etc.) considerably more
frequent? This would appear to be the case be-
cause infants and toddlers, and sometimes older
preschoolers, are involved in those activities by
riding in walkers or jogging strollers or by being
carried by their parents in back packs (e.g.,
Currie & Develin, 2002). Children are involved
in these kinds of activities to the extent that their
parents or caregivers themselves choose to en-
gage in the activities, which appeared to be the
case for many parents in this study. According to
Freeman, Hill, and Huff (2002), fomily recrea-
tion is a way of drawing children into leisure and
recreation activities that provide opportunities
for increased child participation and for
strengthening parenting confidence and compe-
tence (see also Barnett & Chick, 1986; Zabriskie
& Mccormick, 2003).

226

At the outset we stated that the purpose of
this study was to discern if patterns of emerging
participation in leisure and recreation activities
differed as a function of child age and develop-
mental condition. Results showed that varia-
tions in patterns of participation were highly
age-related. The next step in this line of re-
search is to identify which contextual, family,
and cultural factors account for variations in in-
dividual child participation in leisure and rec-
reation activities to isolate “what matters most”
in explaining different degrees of participation
in those kinds of activities.

We conclude with a word of caution. Sports
and recreation activities are the leading cause of
young children’s hospital emergency depart-
ment visits (Simon, Bublitz, & Hambidge, 2004)
when the type of participation is beyond chil-
dren’s developmental capabilities. Care there-
fore is warranted in terms of how infants, tod-
dlers, and preschoolers are involved in recrea-
tion and leisure activities that include different
degrees of risks. Notwithstanding the risks,
there are many benefits of participation in the
kinds of ‘activities constituting the focus of
analysis in this paper (e.g., Frost, Brown,
Sutterby, & Thornton, 2004; Mactavish &
Schleien, 1998; Rogers & Zaragoza-Lao, 2003;
Stern, Bradley, Prince, & Stroh, 1990). To the
extent that benefits outweigh any risks, infant,
toddler and preschoolers’ developmentally-ap-
propriate participation in leisure and recreation
activities is warranted.
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