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Chapter 2 - Theories of Human Development





THE NATURE OF SCIENTIFIC THEORIES:


A scientific theory is nothing more than a set of concepts and propositions that indicate what a scientist believes to be true about his or her specific area of investigation.


Scientific theories help us to organize our thinking about the aspects of experience that interest us.


A good theory should be concise, or parsimonious, and yet be able to explain a broad range of phenomena.  A theory with few principles that accounts for a large number of empirical observations is far more useful than a second theory that requires many principles and assumptions to explain the same number of (or fewer of) observations.


Good theories are also falsifiable - that is, capable of making explicit predictions about future events so that the theory can be supported or disconfirmed.


A heurisitic value is a criterion for evaluating the scientific merit of theories.  An heuristic theory is one that continues to stimulate new research and discoveries.








QUESTIONS AND CONTROVERSIES ABOUT HUMAN DEVELOPMENT:


1.) The Nature/Nurture Issue is the debate among developmental theorists about the relative importance of biological predispositions (nature) and environmental influences (nurture) as determinants of human development.








2.) The Active/Passive Issue is the debate about whether children are active contributors to their own development or passive recipients of environmental influence.








3.) The Continuity/Discontinuity Issue is a debate among theorists about whether developmental changes are quantitative and continuous or qualitative and discontinuous (i.e., stagelike).


Quantitative changes are changes in degree.


Qualitative changes are changes in kind that make the individual fundamentally different in some way than he or she was earlier.  The transformation of a tadpole into a frog is a qualitative change.


Continuity theorists generally think that developmental changes are basically quantitative in nature, whereas discontinuity theorists tend to portray development as a sequence of qualitative changes.


Discontinuity theorists claim that we progress through developmental stages, each of which is a distinct phase of life characterized by a particular set of abilities, motives, or behaviors that form a coherent pattern.








THE PSYCHOANALYTIC VIEWPOINT:


The revolutionary thinker, Freud, challenged prevailing notions about human nature by proposing that we are driven by motives and conflicts of which we are largely unaware and that our personalities are shaped by our early life experiences.





1.)  The psychosexual theory is Freud’s theory that states that maturation of the sex instinct underlies stages of personality development, and that the manner in which parents manage children’s instinctual impulses determines the traits that children display.





Seeking to relieve patients’ nervous symptoms and anxieties, Freud relied heavily on such methods as hypnosis, free association, and dream analysis because they gave some indication of unconscious motives that patients had repressed.





As biological creatures, we have basic sexual and aggressive instincts that must be served, yet society dictates that many of these drives are undesirable and must be restrained.





Three components of personality:


1. ID is the term used for the inborn component of the personality that is driven by the instincts.


2. EGO is the term for the rational component of the personality.


3. SUPEREGO is the term for the component of the personality that consists of one’s internalized moral standard.





Stages of Psychological Development:


Oral, Anal, Phallic, Latency, Genital.








2.)  Contributions and Criticisms of Freud’s Theory:


Few developmentalists today are strong proponents of Freud’s theory.  There is not much evidence that any of the early oral, anal, and genital conflicts that Freud stressed reliably predict adult personality.





Perhaps Freud’s greatest contribution was his concept of unconscious motivation.  It was Freud who first proclaimed that the vast majority of psychic experience lay below the level of conscious awareness.  Freud also deserves considerable credit for focusing attention on the influence of early experience on later development. 








3.) Erikson’s Theory of Psychosocial Development


Erikson (1963) stressed that children are active, curious explorers who seek to adapt to their environments, rather than passive slaves to biological urges who are molded by their parents.





Erikson places much less emphasis on sexual urges and far more emphasis on cultural influences than Freud did.





The psychosocial theory is Erikson’s revision of Freud’s theory that emphasizes sociocultural (rather than sexual) determinants of development and posits a series of eight psychosocial psychosocial conflicts that people must resolve successfully to display healthy psychological adjustment.





4.)  Psychoanalytic Theory Today


Despite the important contributions that Freud and the neo-Freudians have made, many contemporary developmentalists have largely rejected the psychoanalytic perspective because its propositions are very difficult to either falsify or confirm.





The main reason that so many developmentalists have abandoned the psychoanalytic perspective is that other theories seem more compelling. 








THE LEARNING VIEWPOINT


1.) Watson’s Behaviorism


Watson is the father of a school of thought known as behaviorism.  Behaviorism holds that conclusions about human development should be based on controlled observations of overt behavior rather than speculations about unconscious motives or other unobservable phenomena; the philosophical underpinning for the early theories of learning.





Watson believed that we all learn associations between external stimuli and observable responses (called habits) are the building blocks of human development.





Like John Locke, Watson viewed the infant as a tabula rasa to be written on by experience.








2.) Skinner’s Operant Learning Theory (Radical Behaviorism)


Skinner proposed that both animals and humans repeat acts that lead to favorable outcomes and suppress those that produce unfavorable outcomes.  





A rat that presses a bar and receives a tasty food pellet is apt to perform that response again.  In the language of Skinner’s theory, the freely emitted bar-pressing response is called an operant, and the food pellet that strengthens this response (by making it more probable in the future) is a reinforcer.





Punishers, on the other hand, are consequences that suppress a response and decrease the likelihood that it will occur in the future.





Like Watson, then, Skinner believed that habits develop as a result of unique operant learning experiences.  His theory claims that the directions in which we develop depend on external stimuli (reinforcers and punishers) rather than on internal forces such as instincts, drives, or biological maturation.





Today’s developmentalists appreciate that human behavior can take many forms and that habits can emerge and disappear over a lifetime, depending on whether they have positive or negative consequences (Gerwirtz & Pelaez-Nogueras, 1992).





3.) Bandura’s Cognitive Social Learning Theory


Bandura agrees with Skinner that operant conditioning is an important type of learning, particularly for animals; however, Bandura stresses that humans are cognitive beings - active information processors - who, unlike animals, are likely to think about the relationships between their behavior and its consequences.  Therefore, they are often more affected by what they believe will happen than by the events they actually experience.





Nowhere is Bandura’s cognitive emphasis clearer than in his decision to highlight observational learning as a central developmental process.  Observational learning is simply learning that results from observing the behavior of other people (called models).





Bandura stress observational learning in his cognitive social learning theory because this active, cognitive form of learning permits young children to quickly acquire literally thousands of new responses in a variety of settings where their “models” are simply pursuing their own interests and are not trying to teach them anything.








4.) Social Learning as Reciprocal Determinism


Early versions of learning theory were largely tributes to Watson’s doctrine of environmental determinism: Young, unknowing children were viewed as passive recipients of environmental influence, becoming whatever parents, teachers, and other agents of society groomed them to be.





Bandura (1986) has proposed the concept of reciprocal determinism to describe his view that human development reflects an interaction among an “active” person (P), the person’s behavior (B), and the environment (E) (see Figure 2.3).





Unlike Watson and Skinner, who maintained that the environment (E) shpaed a child’s personality and her behavior, Bandura and other (most notably Richard Bell, 1979) proposed that links among persons, behaviors, and environments are bidirectional.





5.) Contributions and Criticisms of Learning Theories


Learning theories are very precise and testable, and have provided a wealth of information about developing children and adolescents.





Learning theory’s emphasis on the immediate casues of overt behaviors has also produced important clinical insights and practical applications.  For example, many problem behaviors can now be quickly eliminated by behavior modificaiton techniques in which the therapist (1) identifies the reinforcers that sustain unacceptable habits and eliminates them while (2) modeling or reinforcing alternative behaviors that are more desirable.





Many view the learning approach as a grossly oversimplified account of human development.





Ecological systems theorists argue that the “environment” that so powerfully influences development is really a series of social systems (for example, families, communitites, and cultures) that interact with each other and with the individual in complex ways that are impossible to simulate in a laboratory.





Despite the popularity of recent cognitively oriented learning theories that stress the child’s active role in the developmental process, some critics maintain that learning theorists give too little attention to cognitive influences on development.








THE COGNITIVE-DEVELOPMENTAL VIEWPOINT


Piaget worked on the first standardized intelligence test.  In testing he found he more interested in the children’s incorrect answers than their correct ones.  He first noticed that children of about the same age produced the same kinds of wrong anwers.  As he questioned children about their misconceptions, using the clinical method he has learned while working in a psychiatric clinic, he began to realize that young children are not simply less intelligent than older children; rather, their though processes are completely different.





1.) Piaget’s View of Intelligence and Intellectual Growth


Piaget defined intalligence as a basic life process that helps an organism to adapt to its environment.





A cognitive sturcture or what Piaget called a scheme - is an organized pattern of thought or action that is used to cope with or explain some aspect of experience.





Piaget claimed that infants have no inborn knowledge or ideas about reality.  Nor are children simply given information or taught how to think by adults.  Instead, they actively construct new understandings of the world based on their own experiences.  





Assimilation is Piaget’s term for the process by which children interpret new experiences by incorporating them into their existing schemes.





Disequilibriums are imbalances or contradictions between one’s thought processes and environmental events.  By contrast, equilibrium refers to a balanced, harmonious relationship between one’s cognitive structures and the environment.





Accommodation is Piaget’s term for the process by which children modify their existing schemes in order to incorporate or adapt to new experiences.





Four Stages of Cognitive Development: Sensorimotor (birth to age 2), Preoperational (ages 2 to 7), Concrete operations (ages 7 to 11 or 12), and Formal operations (ages 11 to 12 and beyond).





These stages form what Piaget called an invariant developmental sequence - that is, all children progress through the stages in exactly the order in which they are listed.  They cannot skip stages because each successive stage builds on the previous stage and represents a more complex way of thinking.





2.) Contributions and Critisms of Piaget’s Viewpoint


Not only had Piaget’s early theorizing and research legitmized the study of chilren’s thinking, but his early work linking moral development to cognitive development contributed immensely to a whole new area of developmental research - social cognition.





Piaget’s theory has also had a strong impact on education.  For example, popular discovery-based educational programs are based on the premise that young children do not think like adults and learn best by having “hand-on” educational experiences with familiar aspects of their environment.





It now appears that Piaget regularly underestimated the intellectual capabilities of infants, preschoolers, and grade-school children, all of whom show much greater problem-solving skills when presented with simplified tasks that are more familiar and thereby  allow them to display their competencies (Bjorklund, 1995).





Piaget’s notion that cognitive growth proceeds through a universal and invariant sequence of stages has also been challenged, both in theory an in research (Bjorkland, 1995).





Vygotsky (1934/1962) focused on how culture - the beliefs, values, traditions, and skills of a social group - is transmitted from generation to generation.  Rather than depicting children as independent explorers who make critical discoveries on their own, Vygotsky viewed cognitive growth as a socially mediated activity - one in which children gradually acquire new ways of thinking and behaving through cooperative dialogues with more knowleadgeable members of society.








3.) The Information-Processing Viewpoint


By 1990, many developmentalists, disenchanted by the narrow, antimentalistic bias of behaviorism and the problems they saw in Piaget’s theory, turned to such fields as cognitive psychology and computer science, seeking new insights about children’s thinking.





Digital computers, which rely on mathematically specified programs to operate on input (information) and generate solutions to problem, provided the framework for a new information-processing perspective on cognitive growth.





According to information-processing theory, the human mind is like a computer into which information flows, is operated on, and converted to output - that is, answers, inferences, or solutions to problems (Klahr 1992, Siegler, 1996).





Like Piaget, information-processing theorists acknowledge that biological maturation is an important contributor to cognitive growth.  But unlike Piage, who was vague about the connections between biological and cognitive development, information-processing theorists conted that maturation of the brain and nervous system enables children and adolescents to process information faster (Kail, 1992).





Information-processing theorists insist that cognitive development is a continuous process that is not at all stagelike.  From this perspective cognitive development involves small quantitative rather than large qualitative, changes.














4.) Contributions and Criticisms of the information-Processing Viewpoint


Information-processing theorists have provided  a host of new insights on the growth of many cognitive abilities that Piaget did not emphasize, and their research has also filled in many of the gaps in Piaget’s earlier theory.





Some question the utility of a theory based on the thinking that children display in artificial laboratory studies, arguing it may not accurately reflect their thinking in everyday life.





Others contend that the computer model on which information-processing theory is based seriously underestimates the richness and diversity of human cognition.








THE ETHOLOGICAL (OR EVOLUTIONARY) VIEWPOINT


The notion that biological influences play a significant role in human development is alive and well in ethology - the scientific study of the evolutionary basis of behavior and the contributions of evolved responses  to a species’s survival and development.





1.) Assumptions of Classical Ethology


The most basic assumption ethologist make is that members of all animal species are born with a number of “biologically programmed” behaviors that are (1) products of evolution and (2) adaptive in that they contribute to survival.  (i.e., imprinting evolved as a result of the Darwinian process of natural selection.





Ethologists focus on inborn or instinctual responses that (1) are shared by members of a species and (2) may steer individuals along similar developmental paths.








2.) Ethology and Human Development


Bowlby (1969;1973) not only believed that children display a wide variety of preprogrammed behaviors, but he also claims that eacch of these responses promotes a particular kind of experience that will help the individual to survive and develop normally.  (i.e., the cry of a human infant is thought to be a biologically programmed “distress signal” that attracts the attention of caregivers.)





Consider the opposite side of the argument.  Soem caregivers who suffer from various life stresses of their own (i.e., prolonged illnesses, depression, and unhappy marriage) may be routinely inattentive or neglectful, so that an infant’s cries rarely promote any contact with them.  Such an infant will probably not form secure emotional attachments to her caregivers and may become rather shy and emotionally unresponsive to other peole for years to come (Ainsworth, 1979;1989).





Ethologists believe that early experiences are very important.  They have argued that there may be “critical periods” for the deelopment of many attributes.  A critical period is a limited time span during which developing organisms are biologically prepared to display adaptive patterns of development, provided they receive the appropriate input.








3.) Contributions and Criticisms of the Ethological Viewpoint


Human ethologists have already made important contributions to our discipline by remidning us that every child is a biological creature who comes equipped with a number of adaptive, genetically programmed characterisics - attrubutes that influence other people’s reactions ot the child and, thus, the course that his development is likely to take.





By way of criticism, evolutionary approaches are like psychoanalytic theory in being very hard to test.





Proponents of other viewpoints (most notably, learning theory) have argued that, even if there is a biological basis for certain human motives or behaviors, these predispositions will soon become so modified by learning that it may not be helpful to spend much time wondering about their prior evolutionary significance.





THE ECOLOGICAL SYSTEMS VIEWPOINT


Ecological systems theory is Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1989, 1993) model which emphasizes that the developing person is embedded in a series of enviornmental systems that interact with one another and with the person to influence development.





Bronfenbrenner (1979) begins by assuming that natural environments are the major source of influence on developing persons - and one that is often overlooked (or simply ignored) by researchers who choose to study development in the hightly artificial context of the laboratory.





1.) Bronfenbrenner’s Contexts for Development


His innermost environmental layer, or microsystem, refers to the activities and interactions that occur in the person’s immediate surroundings.  Not only are children influenced by the people in their microsystems, but their own biologically and socially influence characteristics - their habits, temperaments, physical characteristics, and capabilities - influence the behavior of companions as well.





The second layer, or mesosystem, refers to the connections or interrrelationships among such microsystems as homes, schools, and peer groups.  Bronfenbrenner believes that development is likely to be optimized by strong, supportive links between microsystems.





The third environmental layer, or exosystem, consists of contexts that children and adolescents are not a part of but which may nevertheless influence their development.





The outside layer, the macrosystem, is a cultural, or subcultural, or social class context in which microsystems, mesosystems, and exosystems are imbedded.





This model includes a temporal dimension, or chronosystem, which emphasizes that changes in the child or in any of the ecological contexts of development can affect the direction that development is likely to take.





2.) Contributions and Criticisms of the Ecological Systems Theory


Bronfenbrenner’s model provides a much richer description of environment ( and environmental influences) than anything offered by learning theorists.





This detailed analyses of environmental influences has suggested many ways in which the development of children and adolescents might be optimized.





Though Bronfenbrenner characterizes the theory as a bioecological model, it really has very little to say about specific biolgical contributors to development.





THEORIES AND WORLD VIEWS


Mechanistic model views children as passive entities whose developmental paths are primarily determined by external (environmental) influences.





The organismic model views children as active entities whose developmental paths are primarily determined by forces from within themselves.





The contextual model views children as active entities whose developmental paths represent a continuous, dynamic interplay between internal forces (nature) and external influences (nurture).
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