Chapter 1: Introduction to Child and Adolescent Development

Chapter Outline
I. Concepts in Developmental Psychology 

A. Why Study Development? 

1. 
To understand adults, including ourselves
2. 
To understand human nature, or the underlying mechanisms that produce human behavior
3. 
Parents who understand typical infant, childhood, and adolescent development can better 
deal with and guide their children.

4. 
Teachers who understand child development can better teach children and deal with their 
behavior.

5. 
Other adults who come in contact with children—medical professionals and those in legal 
professions—benefit from knowledge of development in assessing how well children 
understand consequences of their behavior, what types of punishment and rehabilitation are 
appropriate, how to interview children, and how to help child victims recover from trauma.  

B. What Is Development? 

1. 
development: change over time

2. 
develop​mental psychology: the study of changes in psychological characteristics over a 
lifetime as well as related physical changes. 



a. ontogeny: changes in an individual during his or her lifetime--true meaning of 


    development

3. 
Development of biologically normal children is predictable, but there are individual 
differences, making outcomes of development a function of many factors.

4. 
Humans also develop as a species through evolution, or phylogeny.

C. What Do Developmental Psychologists Study? 

1. 
Developmental psychologists study 

a. physical and psychomotor 

b. cognitive development

c. socioemotional development

2. 
A typical human life span includes infancy, early childhood, middle childhood, adolescence, 
young adult​hood, middle adulthood, and older adulthood.

3. 
Development of any charac​teristic must be viewed from the broader perspec​tive of a child’s 
surroundings because development occurs in the context of interactions among other 
people and the culture involved.

4. 
Development occurs in an orderly, relatively predictable manner.

II. A Brief History of Childhood 
A. The Invention of Childhood
1.  Some historians have argued that the concept of childhood is modern; that before 1600, 
children from the age of 7 were viewed as miniature adults.
2. 
However, in medieval Europe, children were not viewed as being as responsible for their 
actions and there were sanctions against harming or imprisoning children. 
3. 
A more enlight​ened view of children emerged in the late 18th and early 19th centuries. John 
Locke of England believed that children came to understand the world through experience, 
while French philosopher Jean Jacques Rousseau believed that children were persons in 
their own right, not simply precursors to adults.
4. 
In the 18th and 19th centuries, children were valued in terms of economics as they labored on 
farms and in factories.
5. 
By the mid-20th century, conditions for children had greatly improved in Europe and the 
U.S.; child labor laws existed and there was universal education for children, leading to the 
modern concept of childhood: children are innocent and need to be protected and nurtured, 
ideally by two parents—one a stay-at-home mom.

B. Children in the 21st Century 
1. 
The modern concept of childhood discussed refers to Western, developed countries.
2. 
In less-developed countries, children work or beg to survive; are born or sold as slaves; 
roam the streets in gangs; or are soldiers.
3. 
Nevertheless, in 1989 the United Nations approved (and all 192 members except the U.S. 
and Somalia ratified) the Convention on the Rights of the Child, which essentially agrees on 
the modern concept of childhood and the need for children to be protected and nurtured, 
though the treaty is largely unenforceable.

III. A Brief History of Developmental Psychology as a Science 

A. The Emergence of Developmental Psychology 
1. 
Foundational Period (end of 19th century to early 20th century): several scientists (Binet, Hall 
Baldwin, Freud, Watson) in different fields (psychology, medicine) established the science of 
child psychology.
2. 
After World War I: 
a. Child psychology tradition: American based, systematic description of child   

    development, often with little concern for theory, but with the view that it could be    

    used in practical ways to help children 
b. European based, theoretically oriented, academically based tradition of simply 
    explaining child behavior 
3. 
Developmental psychology did not have academic respectability until the mid-20th century

B. The Modern Era: Toward an Integrative Perspective 
1. 
1990-2010: maturation of developmental psychology, with a focus on
a. socioemotional development
b. the important of context in development
c. the contributions of biology to development
2. 
Great interest exists in applied issues (affect of poverty on children’s social and intellectual 
abilities, underpinnings of disorders such as autism, and influences on child abuse and 
neglect.
3. 
There is greater collaboration of developmental psychologists with biologists in various fields 
(genetics, ecology, neuroscience)
4. 
The body, behavior, and mind all develop, so psychologists must understand the complex 
interactions between biological and envi​ronmental processes leading to behavior over time. 
5. 
Modern multidisciplinary perspective of child and ado​lescent development integrates three 
approaches:
a. developmental contextualism
b. a sociocultural perspective
c. evolutionary theory
6. 
The above three approaches represent three different but compatible levels of analysis:
a. Developmental contextual models examine the development of psychological 
    processes over an individual’s life​time.
b. Sociocultural mod​els also look at immediate causes of behavior, but take into 
    account the impact of humans’ 10,000-year cultural history on devel​opment
c. Evolutionary theory takes a truly long view of human history, examining the role of 
    natural selection on shaping human development since the emergence of humans 
    as a species.

IV. Themes and Issues in Developmental Psychology 

A.  Theme 1: The Stability and Plasticity of Human Behavior: The Effects of Early Experiences and the 
Changeability of Behavior 
1. 
Is human behavior characterized by stability or plasticity?
a. stability: the degree to which children maintain their same rank order in comparison 
    to other children with respect to some characteristic
b. plasticity: the ability of children to change as a result of experience.
2. 
For most of the 20th century, many scientists believed that experience early in life was 
critical and nonreversible in establishing certain aspects of social and intellec​tual behavior 
and that indi​vidual differences in intelligence and emotionality were relatively stable over 
time and not likely to be strongly modified by later environ​ments. 
3. 
However, research in the 1970s and 1980s showed that harmful effects of early experiences 
were not always permanent, but that, under some conditions, drastic reversals in behavior 
could occur.
4. 
Today, it is clear that behavior is more plastic than was once thought. Early experience 
influences development, but so does later experience, and some behaviors are more easily 
modified than others.
B. Theme 2: Continuity vs. Discontinuity: The “Stages Debate,” or Understanding How Development 
    Progresses 
1. 
Children are said to be in a “stage” when their behav​ior is qualitatively different from the 
behavior of children in earlier or later stages.
2. 
Generally, human physical development is qualitatively similar over time.
3.  Stage theorists believe that:
a. qualitative changes occur in other aspects of human development, particularly
    cognition, as depicted in Jean Piaget’s theory of cognitive development, which   

    explains development in terms of a series of stages.
b. behavior or thought at any one stage is of a different type than the behavior or 
    thought at another stage. A child at one stage is a qualitatively different person who 
    understands the world in a different way than a child at a different stage. 
c. changes from one stage to another are discrete and abrupt, reflecting discontinuity of 
    development. 
4. 
Non-stage theorists believe that:
a. developmental changes are mainly quantitative in nature—as children get older, the 
    types of things they do don’t differ greatly, but they are able to do things more  

    skillfully.
b. developmental changes of quantitative abilities exhibit continuity of development, 
    with development occurring grad​ually.
5. 
The debate between whether changes are discontinuous and qual​itative or continuous and 
quantitative is at the center of many controver​sies about the nature of development.

C. Theme 3: Normative vs. Idiographic Approaches: Developmental Function and Individual Differences 
1. 
Research on commonalities of children at a given age is called the normative approach, 
which focuses on devel​opmental function—the typical pattern of changes that occur over 
time for all or most children. These changes occur in:
a. physical characteristics
b. social char​acteristics
c. cognitive characteristics 
2. 
Research with the prin​cipal concern of individual differences is called the idiographic 
approach. While not denying universal similarities, this approach:
a. views culture as a major source of individual differences in children’s behavior
b. studies variability in func​tioning within any particular child, who often shows a wide 
    range of behaviors on very similar task
3. 
The normative and idiographic approaches, both alone and in combination, provide 
important informa​tion about child development.
D. Theme 4: Nature vs. Nurture: About the Role of Genetics and Environment in Human Development 
1. 
The central issue of all psychology is nature vs. nurture.

a. At one extreme is empiricism, which assumes a nearly infinite ability to change mind 
    and behavior, or plasticity—there is no human nature other than a propensity to 
    adapt one’s behav​ior to the demands of the environment.

b. At the other extreme is nativism, which holds that important aspects of behavior are 
    programmed into the brain and inherited from generation to generation—one’s genes   

                 determine one’s behavior, a position known as genetic determinism.
2. 
Today, it is widely accepted that both nature and nurture interact to produce development, 
but there is still debate about how these factors interact to produce patterns of behav​ior.

E. Development Systems Theory and Epigenetic Development
1. 
Development occurs through epi​genesis—it is not simply produced by genes, nor 
constructed by the environment, but emerges from the continuous, bidirectional interaction 
between all levels of bio​logical and environmental factors
2. 
Modern epigenists believe that the actions of genes both influence and are influenced by 
structural maturation—the changing nature of the body is bidirectionally related to what a 
particular part of the body does.
a. There are no pure bio​logical or environmental effects; all development results from  

    epigenesis, with complex interac​tions occurring among multiple levels.
b. To disprove the claim that animals have “instincts” that require no experience, such 
    as ducklings fol​lowing their mother shortly after hatching, research by Gottlieb 
    showed that prenatal audi​tory experience was neces​sary for them to display this 
    behavior.
c. Much behavior of animals appears to be “instinctive,” or “innate” because they inherit 
    not only a species-typical genome but also a species-typical environment, the two of 
    which are highly coordinated.
F. What Does It Mean to Say Something Is Innate?
1. 
Many developmental psychologists avoid the words “innate” and “instinct” because these 
terms imply genetic determinism, which is the antith​esis of a truly developmental 
(bidirectional) perspective.
2. 
The term “innate” however, is sometimes used by developmental psycholo​gists to mean that 
there are some genetically based constraints—restrictions or limitations—on behavior or 
development. 
a. Infants know what is critical for survival (language, social relations leading to 
    attachment, the ability to identify and remem​ber faces) and what is irrelevant    

    because constraints imply that some stimuli, such as faces and language sounds, 
    are easily or specially processed—the same learning mechanisms cannot be used to 
    learn other things. Specific parts of the brain are limited to processing a narrow 
    range of information; thus, infants easily make sense of faces and sounds more so 
    than other information.
b. Although faces are an important stimulus in the world of an infant dependent on care 
    from others, at six months they do not give preference to human faces, suggesting 
    that brain processing of human faces becomes more specialized with age and 
    experience.
3. 
A sensitive period is the time in development when a skill is most eas​ily attained and a 
person is especially receptive to specific environmental influences.
a. A criti​cal period is a narrow window of opportunity for a particular experience to 
   affect a child and most likely occurs in early pre​natal development, when specific 
   body parts form at specific points during the embryonic period. 
b. The time boundaries for sensitive periods are wider than for critical periods.
4. 
Rather than asking “How much of a particular developmental outcome is a result of nature 
and how much is a result of nurture?”, a better question is: “How do factors internal and 
external to the organ​ism interact to produce patterns of development?”
V. Research Methods in Child and Adolescent Development 

A. The Science of Developmental Psychology 
1. 
Developmental psychology describes development and behavior and also explains causes 
of devel​opment and patterns of behavior.
2. 
What makes developmental psychology scientific is that descriptions are based on objective 
and reliable observations, and explanations are based on a possible chain of physical or 
psychological causes.
3. 
Describing Behavior:
a. Scientific behavior must be objective—clearly observable with no emotional 
    involvement.
b. Much of what is of interest to psychologists cannot be observed and measured 
    directly, such as emotions, so they observe behavior that will provide them with clues 
    to underlying concepts they are interested in, leading to development of objective 
    measures.
c. Objective and quantifiable mea​sures allow others to examine the same behavior and 
    to discuss whether the par​ticular measure chosen is the best one for studying the  

    behavior of interest.
4. 
Scientific measure must also be valid—the extent to which a measurement accurately 
measures what it is supposed to.
a. internal validity: the extent to which the design of an experiment allows one to make 
    cause-effect statements about the variables under study. 
b. external validity: the extent to which the findings of a particular study can be 
    generalized to other people and contexts.
5. 
Scientific observations must be reliable.
a. interobserver reliability: the same behavior seen by one observer is also seen by a 
    second observer, after the behav​ior in question has been carefully defined 
b. replicability: the same behavior seen by an observer can be replicated by other 
    scientists and by the initial scientists again and again 
6. 
Scientific Explanations:
a. Science must explain as well as describe behavior.
b. parsimony: the simpler a scientific explanation, the better it tends to be 
B. Methods of Collecting Developmental Data 
1. 
Interviews: one-on-one interactions with children and researchers
a. structured interviews: children are asked the same set of standardized questions, or 
    a researcher sees children one-on-one and gives them tasks to perform; their 
    responses are recorded and compared to children who may have slightly different 
    experiences
b. clini​cal interviews: conversations in which an examiner probes a child’s knowledge 
    about cer​tain topics. 
2. 
Questionnaires and Standardized Tests
a. questionnaires: essentially self-reports, in which chil​dren respond to a series of 
    questions designed to get at some specific aspect of children’s behavior, thinking, or 
    feelings
b. standardized tests: special types of ques​tionnaires that are administered following 
    consis​tent, standardized instructions and whose norms have typically been obtained 
    by testing many children, producing reliable indications of a typical score (can 
    evaluate intelligence, academic achievement, quality of the home environment, etc.)
3. 
Observations
a. observational stud​ies: researchers identify a type of behavior they are interested in 
    and watch children in specific situations for the incidence of those behaviors
i. naturalistic observations: the researcher intervenes as little as possible, 
   observing what goes on in a natural environment—can get at important  

   behaviors that are difficult to assess in interviews or through questionnaires 
ii. structured observations: researchers set up and control certain aspects of 
    situations and look for specific behaviors
4. 
Case Studies
a. case study: detailed description of an individ​ual made by an expert observer that 
    may involve inter​views and structured and naturalistic observations, and rely on 
    information from others (parents). Details of the his​tory or reactions of the person 
    serve as the raw data for building a theory (Freud)
i. Sometimes is the only ethical way to collect data, especially in extreme or 
   unusual cases 
ii. Diaries of children or their parents can be used to record details of specific 
    behaviors
5. 
Interviewing and Observing Parents and Teachers
a. Researchers can learn about infants, children, and adolescents by interviewing or 
    observing impor​tant people in their lives
b. Parent and teacher questionnaires are also used

C. Research Designs in Developmental Psychology 
1. 
Correlational Studies
a. correlational study: the relation between two or more factors of interest is assessed. 
    After data are collected, a statistical test, called a correlation (represented by r), is  

    performed, and the magnitude of the correlation is measured to determine if the 
    relationship is greater than would be expected by chance. Correlations range from –
    1.0 to +1.0, with zero reflecting a lack of any systematic relationship between two 
    factors.
b. a scatter plot can visually represent correlation
2. 
Experimental Studies
a. experimental study: the manipulation of one or more factors, or variables 
    (independent variables), and observation of how these manipulations change the 
    behavior of individuals under investi​gation (dependent variables)—requires random 
    assignment of individuals. 
b. quasi-experimental designs: experimental studies in which true random assignment 
    is not possible
i. naturalistic study: takes advantage of naturally occurring situations that may 
   have important psychological consequences on chil​dren’s lives but cannot be 
   conducted ethically through experimentation
3. 
Longitudinal and Cross-sectional Designs
a. longitudinal study: following a person or group of people over an extended period, 
    documenting general or specific changes as they age
b. cross-sectional study: examining four different groups of people at different ages and 
    noting the differ​ences in their behavior
c. cross-sequential study: groups of chil​dren at different ages are tested, just as in a 
    nor​mal cross-sectional study, and then each group of children is followed 
    longitudinally
i. Allows researchers to evaluate cohort effects—a cohort being a group of 
   people living in a culture at the same time and are thus influenced by the  

   same historical events
ii. Allows researchers to separate the effects of development from the effects of  

   being in a par​ticular cohort. 
4. 
Microgenetic Studies
a. microgenetic study: assesses children repeatedly over relatively short intervals, usually 
    days or weeks, for abilities that emerge, often as the result of practice, over relatively 
    brief periods of time
b. useful for a child making a transition from one form of thinking or behaving to another

D. Problems Doing Research with Children  
1. 
Obtaining Children to Serve as Research Participants
a. Participation in research projects must be approved by school boards, principals, 
    teachers, children’s parents, and the children.
b. It is often a problem to find a place to conduct the study that has an environment 
    appropriate for the study.

c. Researchers must work around school schedules, so studies must be done quickly.
d. Some research is done in a lab, where a researcher has greater experimental  

    control, but this presents the problem of getting children and their parents to the lab.
e. Finding babies as research participants after they leave the hospital can be difficult. 
f. Working with children requires a lot of effort, social skills, and time 
2. 
The Problem of Subject Loss 
a. Even when a suitable sample of children has been found, it is not always easy 
    getting them to cooperate 
b. It can be difficult to obtain a representative sample 
3. 
Ethical Guidelines of Doing Research with Children
a. Many researchers follow the Ethical Standards for Research with Children published 
    by the Society for Research in Child Development: 
i. nonharmful procedures
ii. informed consent of the child
iii. parental consent
iv. additional consent of any others involved, such as teachers
v. incentives must be fair and not excessive
vi. jeopardy of a child’s well-being must be brought to the attention of the parents and experts in the field to arrange for assistance
vii. unforeseen consequences that cause undesirable consequences must be corrected
viii. confidentiality must be maintained

Key Terms

development Predictable changes that occur in structure or function over the life span.

developmental psychology The scientific discipline that examines changes in psycho​logical characteristics occurring over a lifetime (as well as the physical changes associ​ated with them).

ontogeny Changes in an individ​ual over the course of his or her lifetime.
phylogeny Evolution of the species.

Child Study Movement A social movement begun in the United States around 1900 that proposed the systematic application of scientific principles to the study of children.

stability In developmental psychology, the degree to which a person maintains over time the same rank order in comparison with peers for a particular characteristic.

plasticity The extent to which behavior or brain functioning can be changed.

discontinuity versus continuity of development The scientific debate over whether developmental change is gradual (continuous), or relatively abrupt (discontinuous).

normative approach An approach in psychology concerned with features that all people have in common. Compare to idiographic approach.

developmental function The form that development takes over time.

idiographic approach An approach to psychology that is concerned with individual differ​ences among people, as opposed to concern with features that all people have in com​mon. Compare to normative approach.

nature/nurture The debate concerning the degree to which biology (“nature”), and experi​ence (“nurture”), influence the development of any psychological characteristic and its development.

empiricism A philosophical perspective that nature provides only species-general learning mechanisms, with cognition arising as a result of experience.

nativism A philosophical perspective that human intellectual abilities are innate.

genetic determinism The idea that one’s genes determine one’s behavior.

developmental systems theory The perspective that development is not simply “pro​duced” by genes, nor constructed by the environment, but emerges from the continuous, bidirectional interaction between all levels of biological and environmental factors.

epigenesis The emergence of new structures and functions during the course of development.

preformationism The idea that development is just the expression of previously fully formed structures.

structure In developmental psychology, a substrate of the organism that develops, such as muscle, nervous tissue, or mental knowledge. Contrast with function; see bidirectional​ity of structure and function.

function In developmental psychology, an action related to a structure, such as movement of a muscle, nerve firing, or the activation of a mental representation. Contrast with structure. See bidirectionality of structure and function.

sensitive period The time in development (usually early in life), when a certain skill or ability can be most easily acquired.

validity The extent to which a measurement accurately assesses what it purports to measure.

reliability The trustworthiness of a research finding; includes interobserver reliability and replicability.

parsimony Preference for the simplest scientific explanation for a phenomenon.

structured interview An interview in which a participant is asked a set of standardized questions under conditions in which the researcher can control extraneous factors that may influence a child’s behavior.

clinical interview An interview, used extensively by Piaget, in which the examiner probes a child’s knowledge about a given topic.

questionnaire A form of self-report, in which a participant responds to a series of ques​tions designed to get at some specific aspect of people’s behavior, thinking, or feelings.

standardized test A special type of questionnaire that is administered following con​sistent, standardized instructions.

observational study A study in which researchers identify a type of behavior they are interested in and observe children in specific situations for the incidence of those behav​iors. Such a study can be naturalistic or structured and typically does not involve an experimental manipulation of variables. Contrast to experimental study.

case study A detailed description of a single individual made by an expert observer. 
correlational study A type of study that examines two or more factors to determine if changes in one are associated with changes in another.

experimental study A type of study in which a researcher manipulates one or more factors, then observes how these manipulations change the behavior under investigation.

independent variable In experimental studies, the factor, or variable, that is modi​fied to see its effect on the dependent, or outcome, variable.
dependent variable The “outcome” variable, or behavior, that is being studied.
quasi-experimental study A study in which assignment of participants to conditions is not made at random (e.g., males vs. females).

naturalistic study A study in which the researcher observes individuals in their own environments, intervening as little as possible.

longitudinal study A type of developmental study that assesses developmental change by following a person or group of people over an extended period of time. Compare with cross-sectional study.

cross-sectional study A type of developmental study that compares different individu​als of different ages at the same point in time. Compare with longitudinal study.

cross-sequential approach A type of developmental study that combines aspects of cross-sectional and longitudinal designs; groups of participants at different ages are tested, and then followed longitudinally.

cohort effect The psychological effect associated with being a member of a group born at a particular time (e.g., a generation), and place; the fact that people who are living in a culture at the same time are influenced by the same historical events. 
microgenetic study A study assessing some target behaviors of participants repeat​edly over relatively short intervals of time, usually days or weeks.
Suggestions for Class Discussions or Projects

1. Have students discuss at least five reasons why teachers need an understanding of child development. Have them provide specific examples as part of the discussion.

2. It has taken some time for developmental psychology to be accepted as a science. Have students explain how the following aspects of studying and describing development and behavior establish developmental psychology as a science: objectivity, internal validity, external validity, interobserver reliability, and replicability.

3. To illustrate why it is not always easy for developmental psychologists to describe and explain psychological changes over time, ask students to discuss how they might go about trying to recognize and measure changes in a five-year-old child’s memory, intelligence, or personality over a period of several months. Follow-up questions might include (1) Why couldn’t you describe these changes based on research that describes the typical development of a five-year-old? (2) Why couldn’t you recognize and measure these changes by administering tests to the child?

 3. Have students design a study to test a research question such as one of those listed below. Ask them to identify the specific independent and dependent variable(s) they would use and how they would actually collect the data. Also have them discuss the advantages/disadvantages of using a cross-sectional, longitudinal, or a sequential design.

· Does playing a musical instrument help children d better in math?

· Do racial attitudes vary across cultures?

· Do memory abilities change throughout childhood and adolescence?

5. A major hurdle in conducting research is obtaining a representative sample. Have students brainstorm ways to obtain infant or study participants. This is more difficult than students usually think. They might say they would obtain participants from the local school district or daycare centers, not realizing that many schools and centers have tight restrictions on research. Other recruitment techniques might include soliciting participants from after-school programs, or going through newspaper birth announcements and calling parents. Once students have generated ways of obtaining a sample, they might discuss whether these samples would be representative of the population. For example, is there something different about middle-school girls who play soccer versus those who do not?

6. Present students with the following scenario:

Mark is a second-grade student. Several of his classmates have complained to his teacher that Mark often pushes them and calls them names on the playground. His teacher has discussed this with Mark several times over the past few weeks, but Mark denies that he engages in this behavior and says that his classmates are the ones who push him around and call him names. 

Have students describe how they could use diaries, interviews, questionnaires, and objective observers to find out the true nature of Mark’s behavior and how this situation might be resolved.

7. Present students with the following fictitious research abstract:


A first-grade teacher is asked by a friend of hers who is a researcher in child development to have all of her students participate in a study designed to assess the relationship between punishment and learning. The teacher agrees to allow her friend to conduct his research, and the next day the researcher randomly assigns class members to one of three experimental conditions: high shock, medium shock, and low shock. Each child then reads a list of 50 foreign words and is asked to recall the words in the correct order. Whenever a child makes a correct response, the researcher says, “Correct.” Whenever a child makes an incorrect response, he or she receives the following negative feedback: high shock condition = 500 volts for 10 seconds, medium shock = 250 volts for 5 seconds, and low shock = 10 volts for 1 second. The task lasts until students get all 50 words correct. During the task, students are reminded several times that they have to participate (“no quitting”) and that their responses are a measure of their overall intelligence. 

Have students give their overall reaction to the study, with particular focus on their perception of the actions of the teacher and the treatment of the participants. Then review the Ethical Standards for Research with Children published by the Society for Research in Child Development, and have students identify each aspect of the study that is unethical.
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