Developmental Review

Developmental psychologists study physical, mental, and social changes throughout the human life cycle. Much of its research centers on three major issues:


a. Nature/nurture: how much do genetic inheritance and experience influence our development


b. Continuity/Stages: Is development a gradual, continuous process like riding an escalator, or does it proceed through a sequence of separate stages, like climbing rungs on a ladder.


c. Stability/Change: Do our early personality traits persist through like, or do we become different persons as we age?

Conception: “Gotta stick with the moon and astronaut analogy.” 200 million astronauts and one moon! In a half a day the egg and sperm nucleus fuse. This was your luckiest moment!!!

Prenatal Development: fertilized eggs are called zygotes and only half survive past two weeks. Cells begin to differentiate-or specialized in structure and function. This is crazy. “Hi, I’m a cell and I want to be a brain  when I grow up.” Hello to you too. I’m also a cell and I want to become a colon when I grow up.” By nine weeks after conception, the embryo looks unmistakably human. It is now a fetus. The placenta carries nutrients and oxygen from mother to fetus, while screening teratogens- harmful agents such as viruses and drugs. Fetal alcohol syndrome is the leading cause of mental retardation. 

The Competent Newborn: We come equipped with reflexes ideally suited for our survival.

Rooting-stroke cheek, infant opens mouth and turns in that direction (aka sucking)

Grasping-place object in palm and they will wrap their little fingers around it (Darwinian)

Babinski-tickle bottom of foot and toes will flare and feet will turn inward

Moro-sudden loud noises will cause infant to throw back head and arms (startle)

Infants like human prefer objects 8 to 12 inches away. We prefer sights of faces and sounds of the human voice. We can tell the difference between mothers smell and a stranger inside a month old. 

Maturation: is the orderly sequence of genetically designed biological growth process. It is everywhere. From crawling before walking, using nouns before adjectives and not being able to remember before the age of 3.

Cognitive Development: The name so dear to cognitive development is Jean Piaget.

He stated that children are active thinkers, constantly trying to construct more advanced understandings of the world.  To this the brain builds concepts, which he called schemas. Schemas are pliable mental molds into which we pour our experience. To explain how we use and adjust our schemas, Piaget proposed the concepts of assimilation and accommodation. Assimilation is interpreting one’s new experience in terms of one’s existing schemas. Accommodation is adapting one’s current understandings to incorporate new information.

Piaget’s Theory of cognitive development

Sensorimotor stage: birth to 2 years of age. Babies take in the world through their sensory and motor interactions with objects-through looking, hearing, touching, mouthing, and grasping. He assumed that before the age of 2, infants could not think. No abstract ideas or concepts. Life is lived, but not thought about. The sensorimotor child lacks object permanence, which is the awareness that objects continue to exist when not perceived.

Preoperational stage: 3 to 6/7 years of age. Still too young to perform mental operations. They begin to acquire language skills and encode the world semantically. They lack conservation-the principle that quantity remains the same despite changes is shape. Others characteristics are egocentrism-they cannot perceive things form another’s point of view. The theory of mind is that they come to realize that people have feelings and minds of their own. Animism  is the belief that inanimate objects have qualities similar to people.

Concrete Operational stage: 7 to 11 years of age. They begin to understand mathematical transformations and conservation. They begin to think logically about concrete events. Not the hypothetical!

Formal Operational Stage: 12+ years of age. We begin to think logically about abstract concepts. They can perform systematic reasoning-if this than that.

Social Development: From birth we are social creatures. As infants we see this in stranger anxiety-the fear of strangers that infants commonly display beginning at 8 months of age. Attachment is a powerful survival impulse that keeps infants close to their caregivers. Origin of attachment comes from the studies of Harry Harlow. This was the study where monkeys were raised in isolation with either the cloth mother or wire mother. It pitted the power of food against the power of contact. Contact won!

Attachments must take place during the sensitive critical period-an optimal period shortly after birth when certain events must take place to facilitate proper development.

The first moving object a gosling, duckling, or chick sees during the hours shortly after hatching is normally mother. This is known as imprinting and was explored by Konrad Lorenz.

Child rearing practices:

Authoritarian: impose rules and expect obedience

Permissive: submit to child’s desires, make few demands and have little follow through of punishments

Authoritative: demanding and responsive. Enforce rules, while explaining them at the same time.

Moral Thinking: Lawrence Kohlberg sought to describe the development of moral reasoning, the thinking that occurs as we consider right and wrong. He posed moral dilemmas to children, adolescents, and adults, then analyzed their answers for evidence of stages of moral thinking.

Pre-conventional Morality: Before the age of 9, most children have a preoccupation with self-interest: They obey either to avoid punishment or to gain concrete rewards.

Conventional Morality: By early adolescence, morality usually evolves to a more conventional level that cares for others and upholds laws and social rules simply because they are the rules and the law.

Post-conventional Morality: following what one perceives as basic ethical principles.

Social Development: Erik Erickson (neo-freudian) contended that each stage of life has its own “psychosocial” task, as crisis that needs resolution. Young children wrestle with issues of trust, then autonomy (independence), then initiative. School aged children strive form competence, the sense that they are able and productive human beings. In adolescence, the task is to synthesize past, present, and future possibilities into a clearer sense of self. In young adulthood we struggle to form close relationships and to gain the capacity for intimate love. During middle adulthood one discovers a sense of contributing to the world, usually through family and work. And finally, in late adulthood we begin to reflect on our life, and hopefully feel a sense of satisfaction.

Erickson’s Stages

Trust vs. Mistrust

Autonomy vs. shame and doubt

Initiative vs. guilt

Competence vs. inferiority

Intimacy vs. isolation

Generativity vs. stagnation

Integrity vs. despair

Adulthood question that could possibly show up.

Alzheimer’s disease which strikes 3 percent of the population. It is caused by the deterioration of acetylcholine producing neurons. There is a loss of memory, then reasoning and language.

Aging and memory: As we get older we lose a bit of our fluid intelligence (ability to reason speedily and abstractly), but not our crystallized intelligence (accumulated knowledge and verbal skills).

Social Clock- cultures right time to do things. When to get married, find a secure profession, have children, retire, etc…

