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i i  

Abs tract 

An observa tional app roach to the s tudy o f  parent-child relations 

and children ' s  early experiences has been recommended for some t ime. 

Observations o f  f amily members' behaviour are useful because they can 

add to knowledge about child rearing and child development .  

More recently, the need to ext end the study of mo ther-child 

interaction b eyond the confines of  middle-class Anglo-American 

families also has been recognized , and wi thin cross-cultural contexts, 

the use of  na turalis tic observat ional p ro cedures has been advo cated . 

This s tu dy was concerned with observing the interact ive behaviours 

used by Maori and Pakeha mo ther-child pairs during spontaneous play . 

One intention was to identify some variables related to the mo thers ' 

interact ions . On the bas is of  previous research it was p roposed 

that maternal e thnici ty, maternal educa tion level, and child gender 

would be assoc iated wi th differences in mothers ' interac t ive behaviour . 

A second major intention was to examine the relationships among 

int eractive b ehaviour and children ' s  competence and self-esteem . I t  

was proposed that mo thers ' interact ions and children ' s  self-concept, 

cognition , and language scores would show some sp ecif ied 

interrelationships . 

The sample des ign included Mao ri and Pakeha mo thers from higher 

and lower educat ion-level backgrounds , and their 3-year-old sons and 

daugh ters . Each of the 75 mo ther-child dyads was video t aped during 

play centre s e s s ions . Subs equently , maternal interact ive behaviour3 

were coded , and satisfac tory int er-observer reliability co rrelat ions 

were obtaine d . The children comple t ed the Brown IDS Self-Concept 

Ref erents Tes t ,  and their cognit ive , language, social , and phys ical 

development was assessed us ing the Keele Pre-school Assessment 

Guide (KPAG) • 

The mat ernal verbal behaviours observed mos t  frequent ly were 

Direct Commands and Ques t ions , and the incidence of mat e rnal 

ini tiat ions in command form was high . The non-verb al behaviour 



observed for the longest duration was the mothers ' Attentive 

Ob servation o f  their children . Within the ethnic and education 

groups,  individual variations in behaviour were noted . 

iii  

S ome important group dif ferences in behaviour also were found . 

Fo r example, Maori pairs spent mo re time P laying Interactively 

(with mutual play invo lvement) than Pakeha pairs, and this p robably 

ref lected a practice among Maoris to learn by mutual participation . 

Marked education-level differences were evident on the maternal 

verbal behaviours, but child gender was not as sociated with major 

dif ferences in maternal interactions . 

Some poss ible Maori-Pakeha variations in the correlates of  

children ' s  cogn itive and language assessments were suggested by the 

data . However , both. Maori and Pakeha mothers ' Direct Command s  were 

associated strongly and inversely with their children ' s  KPAG

Cognition and KPAG-Language scores, and this result was con s istent 

with Piagetian and other theoretical persp e ctives . Fewer impo rtant 

relationship s we re found between maternal interaction and children ' s  

s elf -esteem, although children ' s  self -concept, cognition, and 

language s cores were strongly interrelated . 

This study extended the maternal interactive behaviour res earch 

both acro s s  cultures and within New Zealand. Furthermo re the results 

affirmed, in the New Zealand context, the ass ociation between 

mothers ' education levels and their verbal interactions, and between 

directive maternal speech and children ' s  lower perfo rmance on a 

cognitive and language measure . Some implications for res earch and 

early educational practice were identif ied from the Maori and Pakeha 

observational and child assessment data . 
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