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Preface
Child development is a unique field of study. Unlike other disciplines, 
each of us has experience with its subject matter in personal ways. It is a discipline that deals 
not just with ideas and concepts and theories, but one that above all has at its heart the forces 
that have made each of us who we are. 

This text, Child Development: A Topical Approach, seeks to capture the discipline in 
a way that sparks and nurtures students’ inherent interest in the field. It is meant to excite 
readers about the field, to draw them into its way of looking at the world, and to shape their 
understanding of developmental issues. By exposing students to both the current content and 
the promise inherent in child development, the text is designed to keep interest in the disci-
pline alive long after their formal study of the field has ended.

Child Development: A Topical Approach also addresses two common concerns of 
course instructors. First, the field of child development is so vast that it is difficult to cover 
within the confines of a traditional college term. Consequently, many instructors see most 
child development texts as too long. Second, and more critical, many instructors express 
the concern that traditional, chronologically based child development books are arranged 
in a way that made it difficult for students to understand the scope of development within 
particular topical areas (such as social or personality development across childhood) without 
skipping from one chapter to another. 

Child Development: A Topical Approach addresses both of these concerns. This book 
is shorter than traditional child development books, and it is arranged in a way that helps 
students to see the “big picture” of development across the entire span of childhood and ado-
lescence within a specific topical area.

Child Development: A Topical Approach is rich in examples and illustrates the appli-
cations that can be derived from the research and theory of child developmentalists. It pays 
particular attention to the applications that can be drawn from theory and research in the field.

To optimize student learning and to provide instructors with maximum flexibility, the 
book uses a modular approach. Each chapter is divided into three modules focusing on par-
ticular subtopics. Consequently, rather than facing long, potentially daunting chapters, stu-
dents encounter material that is divided into smaller, more manageable chunks, representing 
a structure that research long ago found to be optimum for promoting learning.

The modular approach has another advantage: It allows instructors to customize instruction 
by assigning only those modules that fit their course. Because the modules are self-contained, 
instructors can pick and choose which modules best contribute to their course. This flexibil-
ity allows instructors who wish to highlight a particular topic to do so easily and—equally 
important—have the option of not including specific modules.

Overview of Child Development:  
A Topical Approach
Child Development: A Topical Approach provides a broad overview of the field of child 
development. It covers major topics such as physical development, cognitive development, 
and social and personality development. In addition, separate chapters focus on language 
development, intelligence, development of the self, moral development and aggression, gen-
der, relationships, and living in a multicultural world. 

The book seeks to accomplish the following four major goals:

•	 First, the book is designed to provide a broad, balanced overview of the field of child 
development. It introduces readers to the theories, research, and applications that consti-
tute the discipline, examining both the traditional areas of the field as well as more recent 
innovations. It pays particular attention to the applications developed by child development 

xii 
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specialists, demonstrating how child developmentalists use theory, research, and applica-
tions to help solve significant social problems.

•	 The second goal of the text is to explicitly tie development to students’ lives. Findings 
from the study of child development have a significant degree of relevance to students, 
and this text illustrates how these findings can be applied in a meaningful, practical sense. 
Applications are presented in a contemporaneous framework, including current news items, 
timely world events, and contemporary uses of child development that draw readers into the 
field. Numerous descriptive scenarios and vignettes reflect everyday situations in children’s 
and adolescents’ lives, explaining how they relate to the field.

•	 The third goal is to highlight both the commonalities and diversity of today’s multicultural 
society. Consequently, the book incorporates material relevant to diversity in all its forms—
racial, ethnic, gender, sexual orientation, religion, and cultural diversity—throughout every 
chapter. In addition, every chapter has at least one “Developmental Diversity and Your 
Life” section. These features explicitly consider how cultural factors relevant to develop-
ment both unite and diversify our contemporary, global society.

•	 Finally, the fourth goal is one that is implicit in the other three: making the field of child 
development engaging, accessible, and interesting to students. Child development is a joy 
both to study and teach, because so much of it has direct, immediate meaning to our lives. 
Because all of us are involved in our own developmental paths, we are tied in personal ways 
to the content areas covered by the book.  Child Development: A Topical Approach, then, 
is meant to engage and nurture this interest, planting a seed that will develop and flourish 
throughout readers’ lifetimes.

In accomplishing these goals, the book strives to be user-friendly. Written in a direct, 
conversational voice, it duplicates as much as possible a dialogue between author and student. 
The text is meant to be understood and mastered on its own by students of every level of 
interest and motivation. To that end, it includes a variety of pedagogical features that promote 
mastery of the material and encourage critical thinking.

Child Development: A Topical Approach is meant to be a book that readers will want to 
keep in their personal libraries, one that they will take off the shelf when considering prob-
lems related to that most intriguing of questions: How do children and adolescents come to 
be the way they are?

Features of Child Development:  
A Topical Approach
In addition to its modular structure, Child Development: A Topical Approach includes fea-
tures designed to engage students and help them learn the material effectively. These include:

CHAPTER-OPENING PROLOGUES

Each chapter begins with a short vignette, describing an individual or situation that is relevant to the 
basic developmental issues being addressed in the chapter. 

LOOKING AHEAD SECTIONS 

These opening sections orient readers to the topics to be covered, bridging the opening prologue with the 
remainder of the chapter and providing orienting questions.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

Every chapter includes sequentially numbered learning objectives, stated as engaging questions and based 
on Bloom’s taxonomy. They allow students to understand clearly what they are expected to learn. The 
learning objectives are tied to the Looking Back summary at the end of each chapter and are also keyed to 
test bank items. 

FROM RESEARCH TO PRACTICE

Each chapter includes a box that describes current developmental research or research issues, applied to 
everyday problems. 
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DEVELOPMENTAL DIVERSITY AND YOUR LIFE

Every chapter has at least one “Developmental Diversity and Your Life” section incorporated into the text. 
These sections highlight issues relevant to today’s multicultural society.

ARE YOU AN INFORMED CONSUMER OF DEVELOPMENT? 

Every chapter includes information on specific uses that can be derived from research conducted by 
developmental investigators. 

NEUROSCIENCE AND DEVELOPMENT

To illustrate the influence of neuroscience throughout the field of child development, most chapters in-
clude a box presenting the latest neuroscientific advances and their impact on our understanding of child 
development. 

CAREERS IN CHILD DEVELOPMENT

Many chapters include an interview with a person working in a field that uses the findings of child and 
adolescent development. Among those interviewed are a counselor for a treatment center serving teenag-
ers confronting substance abuse, a childcare provider, a neonatal nurse, and a preschool teacher.

FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF …

These questions, interspersed throughout the margins of each chapter, ask students to take the perspec-
tive of someone working in an occupation that relies on findings of child development, including the fields 
of health care, education, and social work.

THE CASE OF …

Every chapter includes a case study. Case studies describe an intriguing situation related to the topics 
discussed in the chapter, and they end by asking students questions designed to evoke critical thinking 
about the case and the chapter content.

REVIEW, CHECK, AND APPLY SECTIONS

Interspersed throughout each chapter are short recaps of the chapters’ main points, followed by questions 
designed to provoke mastery of the material and critical thinking.

RUNNING GLOSSARY 

Key terms are defined in the margins of the page on which the term is presented.

END-OF-CHAPTER MATERIAL

Each chapter ends with an Epilogue that refers back to the opening Prologue, a summary, and a list of key 
terms and concepts. This material is designed to help students study and retain the information in the 
chapter.

Finally, in addition to the features described above, Child Development: A Topical Approach 
provides complete integration between the book and a huge array of digital media in MyPsychLab, 
comprising online electronic exercises, videos, assessments, and literally hundreds of activities 
that extend the text and make concepts come alive. The online material is referenced throughout 
the book in a way meant to entice students to go online and make use of the electronic materials 
that will help them understand the material in the book more deeply.

I am very excited about this book. I believe its topical approach, length, modular struc-
ture and other features, and media and text integration presents the material in a highly 
effective way and will help students learn it. Just as important, I hope the book will spark 
and nurture students’ interest in the field of child development, drawing them into its way of 
looking at the world, building their understanding of developmental issues, and showing them 
how the field can have a significant impact on their own and others’ lives. 

Ancillaries
Child Development: A Topical Approach is accompanied by a superb set of teaching and 
learning materials.

Supplements for the Instructor
•	 Instructor’s Resource Manual (ISBN: 0205948197). Each chapter of the Instructor’s 

Resource Manual includes sample syllabi, learning objectives, key terms and concepts, 
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chapter outlines and lecture notes, lecture suggestions and discussion topics, class activi-
ties, demonstrations, and assignments, out-of-class assignments and projects, supplemental 
reading lists, multimedia/video resources, and handouts.

The Instructor’s Resource Manual will be available for download via the Pearson In-
structor’s Resource Center (www.pearsonhighered.com) or on the MyPsychLab® plat-
form (www.mypsychlab.com).

•	 Video Enhanced PowerPoint Slides. These slides, available on the Instructor’s Resource 
DVD (ISBN 0205947972), bring the Feldman design right into the classroom, drawing 
students into the lecture and providing wonderful interactive activities, visuals, and videos.

•	 PowerPoint Lecture Slides (ISBN: 0205948219). The lecture slides provide an active 
format for presenting concepts from each chapter and feature prominent figures and tables 
from the text. The PowerPoint Lecture Slides are available for download via the Pearson 
Instructor’s Resource Center (www.pearsonhighered.com) or on the MyPsychLab® plat-
form (www.mypsychlab.com).

•	 Test Item File (ISBN: 020592350X). The test bank contains more than 3,000 
multiple-choice, true/false, and essay questions, each referenced to the relevant 
page in the textbook and given a rationale explaining the correct answer. Each 
question was accuracy checked to ensure that the correct answer was marked and 
the page reference was accurate. An additional feature of the test bank is the iden-
tification of each question as factual, conceptual, or applied. This allows professors 
to customize their tests and to ensure a balance of question types. Each chapter of 
the test item file begins with the Total Assessment Guide: an easy-to-reference grid 
that makes creating tests easier by organizing the test questions by text section, 
question type, and whether it is factual, conceptual, or applied. 

•	MyTest (ISBN: 0205948200). The test item file comes with the Pearson MyTest, a 
powerful assessment generation program that helps instructors easily create and print quiz-
zes and exams. Questions and tests can be authored online, allowing instructors ultimate 
flexibility and the ability to efficiently manage assessments anytime, anywhere. For more 
information, go to www.PearsonMyTest.com.

•	 MyVirtualChild is an interactive simulation that allows students to raise a child from birth 
to age 18 and monitor the effects of their parenting decisions over time. MyVirtualChild 
helps students think critically as they apply their course work to the practical experiences 
of raising a virtual child. MyVirtualChild is available in MyPsychLab or standalone. To 
package the student text with MyVirtualChild use ISBN 0205941931.

•	MyPsychLab (ISBN: 0205948855). Available at www.mypsychlab.com, this 
learning and assessment tool can be used to supplement a traditional lecture course or to 
administer a course entirely online. Instructors decide the extent of integration—from inde-
pendent self-assessment for students to total course management. Students benefit from an 
easy-to-use site where they can test themselves on key content, track their progress, and use 
individually tailored study plans. MyPsychLab is an all-inclusive tool, including a Pearson 
eText, plus teaching and learning resources organized by chapter in the form of videos, 
simulations, animations, assessments, and other tools to engage students and reinforce 
learning. Fully customizable and easy to use, MyPsychLab meets the individual teaching 
and learning needs of every instructor and every student. To package MyPsychLab with the 
student text, use ISBN 0205959881.

•	 MyClassPrep. Available for instructors within MyPsychLab, this exciting instructor 
resource makes lecture preparation easier and less time consuming. MyClassPrep collects 
the best class preparation resources—art and figures from our leading texts, videos, lec-
ture activities, classroom activities, demonstrations, and much more—in one convenient 
online destination. You can search through MyClassPrep’s extensive database of tools by 
content topic or by content type. You can select resources appropriate for your lecture, 
many of which can be downloaded directly; or you can build your own folder of resources 
and present from within MyClassPrep.

www.pearsonhighered.com
www.mypsychlab.com
www.pearsonhighered.com
www.mypsychlab.com
www.PearsonMyTest.com
www.mypsychlab.com
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Video Resources for Instructors
•	 The Development Video Series in MyPsychLab engages students and brings to life a 

wide range of topics spanning prenatal through the end of the lifespan. New international 
videos shot on location allow students to observe similarities and differences in human 
development across various cultures. 

•	 Pearson Teaching Films Life Span Development Video, ISBN: 0205656021. 

Print and Media Supplements for the Student

•	MyPsychLab. With this exciting new tool students are able to self-assess using 
embedded diagnostic tests and instantly view results along with a customized study plan. 
The customized study plan will focus on the student’s strengths and weaknesses, based on 
the results of the diagnostic testing, and present a list of activities and resources for review 
and remediation, organized by chapter section. Some study resources intended for use 
with portable electronic devices are made available exclusively through the MyPsychLab, 
such as key terms flashcards and video clips. Students will be able to quickly and easily 
analyze their own comprehension level of the course material, and study more efficiently, 
leading to exceptional exam results! An access code is required and can be purchased at  
www.pearsonhighered.com or at www.mypsychlab.com.

•	 CourseSmart eTextbook (ISBN: 0205948227). CourseSmart offers students an online 
subscription to Child Development: A Topical Approach, Second Edition, at up to 60% 
savings. With the CourseSmart eTextbook, students can search the text, make notes online, 
print out reading assignments that incorporate lecture notes, and bookmark important pas-
sages. Ask your Pearson sales representative for details or visit www.coursesmart.com.

Supplementary Texts
Contact your Pearson representative to package any of these supplementary texts with Child 
Development: A Topical Approach.

•	 Current Directions in Developmental Psychology (ISBN: 0205597505). Readings from 
the American Psychological Society. This exciting reader includes more than 20 articles 
that have been carefully selected for the undergraduate audience, and taken from the acces-
sible Current Directions in Psychological Science journal. These timely, cutting-edge 
articles allow instructors to bring their students a real-world perspective about today’s most 
current and pressing issues in psychology. Discounted when packaged with this text for 
college adoptions.

•	 Twenty Studies That Revolutionized Child Psychology by Wallace E. Dixon Jr. (ISBN: 
0205948030). The new edition of this brief text presents the seminal research studies that 
have shaped modern developmental psychology. It provides an overview of the environment 
that gave rise to each study, its experimental design, its findings, and its impact on current 
thinking in the discipline.

•	 Human Development in Multicultural Contexts: A Book of Readings (ISBN: 0130195235). 
Written by Michele A. Paludi, this compilation of readings highlights cultural influences in 
developmental psychology.

•	 The Psychology Major: Careers and Strategies for Success (ISBN: 0205684688). Written 
by Eric Landrum (Idaho State University), Stephen Davis (Emporia State University), and 
Terri Landrum (Idaho State University), this 160-page paperback provides valuable informa-
tion on career options available to psychology majors, tips for improving academic perfor-
mance, and a guide to the APA style of research reporting.

www.pearsonhighered.com
www.mypsychlab.com
www.coursesmart.com
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L o o k i n g  A h e ad
Louise Brown’s conception may have been novel, but her development, from infancy on-

ward, has followed predictable patterns. While the specifics of our development vary—

some encounter economic deprivation or live in war-torn territories; others contend with 

family issues such as divorce and stepparents—the broad strokes of the development 

set in motion in that test tube three decades ago are remarkably similar for all of us.

Louise Brown’s conception in the lab is just one of the brave new worlds of the 

21st century. Issues ranging from cloning to the consequences of poverty on develop-

ment to the effects of culture and race raise significant developmental concerns. Un-

derlying these are more fundamental issues: How do children develop physically? How 

Prologue: Conceptions, 	
Old and New
She was famous from the moment she was born. But it wasn’t who she was that 

made others curious about her: It was how she was conceived.

Louise Brown, who is now in her mid-30s, has always been known as the 

world’s first “test tube baby.” She was born by in vitro fertilization (IVF), a proce-

dure in which fertilization of a mother’s egg by a father’s sperm takes place outside 

of the mother’s body.

Louise was a preschooler when her parents told her about how she was con-

ceived, and throughout her childhood she was bombarded with questions. It became 

routine to explain to her classmates that she in fact was not born in a laboratory.

As a child, Louise sometimes felt isolated. “I thought it was something peculiar 

to me,” she recalled. But as she grew older, her isolation declined as more and more 

children were born in the same manner.

Today, Louise is hardly 

isolated. More than 1.5 mil-

lion babies have been born 

using the procedure, which 

has become almost routine. 

And at the age of 28, Lou-

ise became a mother her-

self, giving birth to a baby 

boy named Cameron—

conceived, by the way, in the 

old-fashioned way (Moreton, 

2007; Hastings, 2010).

Learning Objectives

Module 1.1

LO1 What is child development?

LO2 What is the scope of the field of 
child development?

LO3 What are major societal influences 
that determine development?

Module 1.2

LO4 How have views of childhood 
changed historically?

LO5 What are the key issues and 
questions in the field of child 
development?

LO6 What is the future of child 
development likely to hold?

(continued)

Louise Brown and son.
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does their understanding of the world grow and change over time? And how do our personalities 

and social world develop as we move from birth through adolescence?

These questions, and many others we’ll encounter throughout this book, are central to the 

field of child development. Consider, for example, the range of approaches that different spe-

cialists in child development might take when considering the story of Louise Brown:

•	 Child development researchers who investigate behavior at the level of biological processes 

might determine if Louise’s physical functioning before her birth was affected by her con-

ception outside the womb.

•	 Specialists in child development who study genetics might examine how the biological en-

dowment from Louise’s parents affects her later behavior.

•	 For child development specialists who investigate the ways thinking changes during child-

hood, Louise’s life might be examined in terms of how her understanding of the nature of 

her conception changed as she grew older.

•	 Other researchers in child development who focus on physical growth might consider 

whether her growth rate differed from children conceived more traditionally.

•	 Child development experts who specialize in the social world of children might look at the 

ways that Louise interacted with other children and the kinds of friendships she developed.

Although their interests take many forms, these specialists in child development share one 

concern: understanding the growth and change that occur during the course of childhood and 

adolescence. Taking many differing approaches, developmentalists study how both our biologi-

cal inheritance from our parents and the environment in which we live jointly affect our behavior.

Some researchers in child development focus on explaining how our genetic background can 

determine not only how we look but also how we behave and how we relate to others—that is, 

matters of personality. These professionals explore ways to identify how much of our potential as 

human beings is provided—or limited—by heredity. Other child development specialists look to 

the environment in which we are raised, exploring ways in which our lives are shaped by the world 

that we encounter. They investigate the extent to which we are shaped by our early environments 

and how our current circumstances influence our behavior in both subtle and obvious ways.

Whether they focus on heredity or environment, all child development specialists hope that 

their work will ultimately inform and support the efforts of professionals whose careers are de-

voted to improving the lives of children. Practitioners in fields ranging from education to health 

care to social work draw on the findings of child development researchers, using those findings 

to advance children’s welfare.

In this chapter, we orient ourselves to the field of child development. We begin with a discus-

sion of the scope of the discipline, illustrating the wide array of topics it covers and the range 

of ages it examines, from the moment of conception through the end of adolescence. We also 

survey the foundations of the field and examine the key issues and questions that underlie child 

development. Finally, we consider where the child development field is likely to go in the future.

An Orientation to Child Development
LO 1-1	 What is child development?

LO 1-2	 What is the scope of the field of child development?

LO 1-3	 What are major societal influences that determine development?

M o d u l e 	 1.1
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Have you ever wondered how it is possible that an infant tightly grips your finger with tiny, 
perfectly formed hands? Or marveled at how a preschooler methodically draws a picture? Or 
pondered the way an adolescent can make involved decisions about whom to invite to a party 
or the ethics of downloading music files?

If you’ve ever wondered about such things, you are asking the kinds of questions that 
scientists in the field of child development pose. Child development is the scientific study of 
the patterns of growth, change, and stability that occur from conception through adolescence.

Although the definition of the field seems straightforward, the simplicity is somewhat 
misleading. To understand what child development is actually about, we need to look under-
neath the various parts of the definition.

In its study of growth, change, and stability, child development takes a scientific ap-
proach. Like members of other scientific disciplines, researchers in child development test 
their assumptions about the nature and course of human development by applying scien-
tific methods. As we’ll see in the next chapter, they develop theories about development, 
and they use methodical, scientific techniques to validate the accuracy of their assumptions 
systematically.

Child development focuses on human development. Although there are some devel-
opmentalists who study the course of development in nonhuman species, the vast majority 
examine growth and change in people. Some seek to understand universal principles of devel-
opment, while others focus on how cultural, racial, and ethnic differences affect the course of 
development. Still others aim to understand the unique aspects of individuals, looking at the 
traits and characteristics that differentiate one person from another. Regardless of approach, 
however, all child developmentalists view development as a continuing process throughout 
childhood and adolescence.

As developmental specialists focus on the ways people change and grow during their 
lives, they also consider stability in children’s and adolescents’ lives. They ask in which areas 
and in what periods people show change and growth and when and how their behavior reveals 
consistency and continuity with prior behavior.

Finally, although child development focuses on childhood and adolescence, the process 
of development persists throughout every part of people’s lives, beginning with the moment 
of conception and continuing until death. Developmental specialists assume that in some 
ways people continue to grow and change right up to the end of their lives, while in other 
respects their behavior remains stable. In other words, developmentalists believe that no par-
ticular, single period of life governs all development. Instead, they believe that every period 
of life contains the potential for both growth and decline in abilities and that individuals 
maintain the capacity for substantial growth and change throughout their lives.

Characterizing Child Development: The Scope of the Field
Clearly, the definition of child development is broad and the scope of the field is extensive. 
Consequently, professionals in child development cover several quite diverse areas, and a 
typical developmentalist will specialize in both a topical area and age range.

Topical Areas in Child Development.  The field of child development includes three 
major topics or approaches:

•	 Physical development

•	 Cognitive development

•	 Social and personality development

A child developmentalist might specialize in one of these topical areas. For example, 
some developmentalists focus on physical development, examining the ways in which the 
body’s makeup—the brain, nervous system, muscles, and senses and the need for food, drink, 
and sleep—helps determine behavior. For example, one specialist in physical development 
might examine the effects of malnutrition on the pace of growth in children, while another 
might look at how an athlete’s physical performance changes during adolescence.

Other developmental specialists examine cognitive development, seeking to un-
derstand how growth and change in intellectual capabilities influence a person’s 

child development  The field that involves 
the scientific study of the patterns of growth, 
change, and stability that occur from concep-
tion through adolescence

physical development  Development involv-
ing the body’s physical makeup, including the 
brain, nervous system, muscles, and senses 
and the need for food, drink, and sleep

cognitive development  Development in-
volving the ways that growth and change in 
intellectual capabilities influence a person’s 
behavior
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behavior. Cognitive developmentalists examine learning, memory, problem solv-
ing, and intelligence. For example, specialists in cognitive development might 
want to see how problem-solving changes over the course of childhood or if cul-
tural differences exist in the ways people explain the reasons for their academic 
successes and failures. They would also be interested in how a person who expe-
riences significant or traumatic events early in life remembers them later in life  
(Alibali, Phillips, & Fischer, 2009; Dumka et al., 2009; van Wesel et al., 2011).

Finally, some developmental specialists focus on personality and social develop-
ment. Personality development is the study of stability and change in the enduring char-
acteristics that differentiate one person from another. Social development is the way in 
which individuals’ interactions with others and their social relationships grow, change, 
and remain stable over the course of life. A developmentalist interested in personality 
development might ask whether there are stable, enduring personality traits throughout 
the life span, while a specialist in social development might examine the effects of rac-
ism, poverty, or divorce on development (Lansford, 2009; Vélez et al., 2011; Carter et al., 
2011). These three major topic areas—physical, cognitive, and social and personality de-
velopment—are summarized in Table 1-1.

Age Ranges and Individual Differences.  As they specialize in chosen topical 
areas, child developmentalists typically look at particular age ranges. They usually di-
vide childhood and adolescence into broad age ranges: the prenatal period (the period 
from conception to birth), infancy and toddlerhood (birth to age 3), the preschool period 
(ages 3 to 6), middle childhood (ages 6 to 12), and adolescence (ages 12 to 20).

It’s important to keep in mind that these broad periods—which are largely accepted by 
child developmentalists—are social constructions. A social construction is a shared notion 
of reality, one that is widely accepted but is a function of society and culture at a given time.

personality development  Development 
involving the ways that the enduring charac-
teristics that differentiate one person from 
another change over the life span

social development  The way in which 
individuals’ interactions with others and their 
social relationships grow, change, and remain 
stable over the course of life

Table 1-1    Approaches to Child Development

Orientation Defining Characteristics Examples of Questions Asked*

Physical 
Development

Examines how brain, 
nervous system, muscles, 
sensory capabilities, and 
needs for food, drink, and 
sleep affect behavior

What determines the sex of a child? (3)
What are the long-term consequences of 
premature birth? (4)
What are the benefits of breastfeeding? (4)
What are the consequences of early or late sexual 
maturation? (5)

Cognitive 
Development

Emphasizes intellectual 
abilities, including 
learning, memory, language 
development, problem 
solving, and intelligence

What are the earliest memories that can be 
recalled from infancy? (7)
What are the consequences of watching 
television? (15)
Are there benefits to bilingualism? (8)
Are there ethnic and racial differences in 
intelligence? (9)
How does an adolescent’s egocentrism affect his 
or her view of the world? (6)

Personality 
and Social 
Development

Examines enduring 
characteristics that 
differentiate one person 
from another and how 
interactions with others and 
social relationships grow and 
change over the life span

Do newborns respond differently to their mothers 
than to others? (4)
What is the best procedure for disciplining 
children? (13)
When does a sense of gender develop? (12)
How can we promote cross-race friendships? (14)
What are the causes of adolescent suicide? (10)

*Numbers in parenthesis indicate in which chapter the question is addressed.

This wedding of two children in India is an example of 
how cultural factors play a significant role in determining 
the age when a particular event is likely to occur.



Chapter 1         An Introduction to Child Development   7

Although most child developmentalists accept these broad periods, the age ranges 
themselves are in many ways arbitrary. Although some periods have one clear-cut boundary 
(infancy begins with birth, the preschool period ends with entry into public school, and ado-
lescence starts with sexual maturity), others don’t.

For instance, consider the separation between middle childhood and adolescence, which 
usually occurs around the age of 12. Because the boundary is based on a biological change, 
the onset of sexual maturation, which varies greatly from one individual to another, the spe-
cific age of entry into adolescence varies from one person to the next.

Furthermore, some developmentalists have proposed entirely new developmental peri-
ods. For instance, psychologist Jeffrey Arnett argues that adolescence extends into emerging 
adulthood, a period beginning in the late teenage years and continuing into the mid-20s. Dur-
ing emerging adulthood, people are no longer adolescents, but they haven’t fully taken on the 
responsibilities of adulthood. Instead, they are still trying out different identities and engage 
in self-focused exploration (Schwartz, Côté, & Arnett, 2005; Lamborn & Groh, 2009; Arnett, 
2010, 2011).

In short, there are substantial individual differences in the timing of events in people’s 
lives. In part, this is a biological fact of life: People mature at different rates and reach devel-
opmental milestones at different points. However, environmental factors also play a signifi-
cant role in determining the age at which a particular event is likely to occur. For example, the 
typical age at which people develop romantic attachments varies substantially from one cul-
ture to another, depending in part on the way that relationships are viewed in a given culture.

It is important to keep in mind, then, that when developmental specialists discuss age 
ranges, they are talking about averages—the times when people, on average, reach particular 
milestones. Some children will reach the milestone earlier, some later, and many—in fact, 
most—will reach it around the time of the average. Such variation becomes noteworthy only 
when children show substantial deviation from the average. For example, parents whose child 
begins to speak at a much later age than average might decide to have their son or daughter 
evaluated by a speech therapist.

Furthermore, as children grow older, they become more likely to deviate from the aver-
age and exhibit individual differences. In very young children, a good part of developmen-
tal change is genetically determined and unfolds automatically, making development fairly 
similar in different children. But as children age, environmental factors become more potent, 
leading to greater variability and individual differences as time passes.

The Links between Topics and Ages.  Each of the broad topical areas of child de-
velopment—physical, cognitive, and social and personality development—plays a role 
throughout childhood and adolescence. Consequently, some developmental experts focus 
on physical development during the prenatal period and others on what occurs during ado-
lescence. Some might specialize in social development during the preschool years, while 
others look at social relationships in middle childhood. And still others might take a broader 
approach, looking at cognitive development through every period of childhood and adoles-
cence (and beyond).

The variety of topical areas and age ranges studied within the field of child development 
means that specialists from many diverse backgrounds and areas of expertise consider them-
selves child developmentalists. Psychologists who study behavior and mental processes, edu-
cational researchers, geneticists, and physicians are only some of the people who specialize 
and conduct research in child development. Furthermore, developmentalists work in a variety 
of settings, including university departments of psychology, education, human development, 
and medicine, as well as nonacademic settings as varied as human service agencies and child 
care centers.

The diversity of specialists working under the broad umbrella of child development 
brings a variety of perspectives and intellectual richness to the field of child development. In 
addition, it permits the research findings of the field to be used by practitioners in a wide ar-
ray of applied professions. Teachers, nurses, social workers, child care providers, and social 
policy experts all rely on the findings of child development to make decisions about how to 
improve children’s welfare.
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Developmental Diversity and Your Life

How Culture, Ethnicity, and Race Influence Development

Mayan mothers in Central America are certain that almost constant contact between themselves 
and their infant children is necessary for good parenting, and they are physically upset if contact 
is not possible. They are shocked when they see a North American mother lay her infant down, and 
they attribute the baby’s crying to the poor parenting of the North American. (Morelli et al., 1992)

What are we to make of the two views of parenting expressed above? Is one right and the other wrong? 
Probably not, if we take into consideration the cultural context in which the mothers are operating. 
In fact, different cultures and subcultures have their own views of appropriate and inappropriate chil-
drearing, just as they have different developmental goals for children (Tolchinsky, 2003; Feldman & 
Masalha, 2007; Huijbregts et al., 2009).

Specialists in child development must take into consideration broad cultural factors. For example, 
as we’ll discuss further in Chapter 11, children growing up in Asian societies tend to have a collec-
tivistic orientation, focusing on the interdependence among members of society. In contrast, children 
in Western societies are more likely to have an individualistic orientation in which they concentrate 
on the uniqueness of the individual.

Similarly, child developmentalists must also take into account ethnic, racial, socioeconomic, and 
gender differences if they are to achieve an understanding of how people change and grow through-
out the life span. If these specialists succeed in doing so, not only can they achieve a better under-
standing of human development, but they may also be able to derive more precise applications for 
improving the human social condition.

Efforts to understand how diversity affects development have been hindered by difficulties in 
finding an appropriate vocabulary. For example, members of the research community—as well as 
society at large—have sometimes used terms such as race and ethnic group in inappropriate ways. 
Race is a biological concept, which should be employed to refer to classifications based on physical 
and structural characteristics of species. In contrast, ethnic group and ethnicity are broader terms, 
referring to cultural background, nationality, religion, and language.

The concept of race has proven particularly problematic. Although it formally refers to biologi-
cal factors, race has taken on substantially more meanings—many of them inappropriate—that 
range from skin color to religion to culture. Moreover, the concept of race is exceedingly imprecise; 
depending on how it is defined, there are between 3 and 300 races, and no race is genetically dis-
tinct. The fact that 99.9% of humans’ genetic makeup is identical in all humans makes the question 
of race seem insignificant (Smedley & Smedley, 2005; Coleman, 2011; Fish, 2011).

In addition, there is little agreement about which names best reflect different races and ethnic 
groups. Should the term African American—which has geographical and cultural implications—be 
preferred over black, which focuses primarily on skin color? Is Native American preferable to Indian? 
Is Hispanic more appropriate than Latino? And how can researchers accurately categorize people 
with multiethnic backgrounds? The choice of category has important implications for the validity 
and usefulness of research. The choice even has political implications. For example, the decision 

The face of the United States is changing as the proportion of children from different backgrounds is increasing.
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to permit people to identify themselves as “multiracial” on U.S. government forms and in the 2000 
U.S. Census initially was highly controversial, although it is now routine (Perlmann & Waters, 2002; 
Saulny, 2011).

As the proportion of minorities in U.S. society continues to increase, it becomes crucial to take 
the complex issues associated with human diversity into account to fully understand development. 
In fact, it is only by looking for similarities and differences among various ethnic, cultural, and racial 
groups that developmental researchers can distinguish principles of development that are universal 
from ones that are culturally determined. In the years ahead, then, it is likely that child development 
will move from a discipline that primarily focuses on children with North American and European 
backgrounds to one that encompasses the development of children around the globe (Matsumoto & 
Yoo, 2006; Wardle, 2007; Kloep et al., 2009). ◾

Cohort Influences on Development:  
Developing with Others in a Social World
Bob, born in 1947, is a baby boomer. He was born soon after the end of World War II, when 
an enormous bulge in the birthrate occurred as soldiers returned to the United States from 
overseas. He was an adolescent at the height of the civil rights movement and the beginning 
of protests against the Vietnam War. His mother, Leah, was born in 1922; she is part of the 
generation that passed its childhood and teenage years in the shadow of the Great Depression. 
Bob’s son, Jon, was born in 1975. Now building a career after graduating from college and 
starting his own family, he is a member of what has been called Generation X. Jon’s younger 
sister, Sarah, who was born in 1982, is part of the next generation, which sociologists have 
called the Millennial Generation.

These people are in part products of the social times in which they live. Each belongs to 
a particular cohort, a group of people born at around the same time in the same place. Such 
major social events as wars, economic upturns and depressions, famines, and epidemics (such 
as the one due to the AIDS virus) work similar influences on members of a particular cohort 
(Mitchell, 2002; Dittmann, 2005).

Cohort effects provide an example of history-graded influences, which are biological 
and environmental influences associated with a particular historical moment. For instance, 
children who lived in New York City during the 9/11 terrorist attack on the World Trade 
Center experienced shared biological and environmental challenges due the attack. Their 
development is bound to be affected by this normative history-graded event (Bonanno, Galea, 
Bucciarelli, & Vlahov, 2006; Laugharne, Janca, & Widiger, 2007; Mani & Plunkett, 2011).

In contrast, age-graded influences are biological and environmental influences that are 
similar for individuals in a particular age group, regardless of when or where they are raised. 
For example, biological events such as puberty and menopause are universal events that oc-
cur at relatively the same time throughout all societies. Similarly, a sociocultural event such 
as entry into formal education can be considered a normative age-graded influence because it 
occurs in most cultures around age 6.

Development is also affected by sociocultural-graded influences, which 
include ethnicity, social class, subcultural membership, and other factors. For 
example, sociocultural-graded influences will be considerably different for im-
migrant children who speak English as a second language than for children 
born in the United States who speak English as their first language (Rose et al., 
2003; Kärtner et al., 2011).

Finally, non-normative life events also influence development. Non-normative 
life events are specific, atypical events that occur in a particular person’s life at a 
time when such events do not happen to most people. For instance, the experience 
of Louise Brown, who grew up with the knowledge that she was the first person 
to be conceived using in vitro fertilization, constitutes a non-normative life event. 
In addition, children can create their own non-normative life events. For instance, 
a high school girl who enters and wins a national science competition produces 
a non-normative life event for herself. In a sense, she is actively constructing her 
own environment, thereby participating in her own development.

cohort  A group of people born at around the 
same time in the same place

From an

educator’s
perspective:

How would a student’s cohort mem-
bership affect his or her readiness for 
school? For example, what would be the 
benefits and drawbacks of coming from a 
cohort in which Internet use was routine, 
compared with earlier cohorts prior to the 
appearance of the Internet?

Society’s view of childhood and what is appropriate to ask of 
children has changed through the ages. These children worked 
full time in mines in the early 1900s.

 �Watch the Video Chi Hae: Raising an 
Eleven-Month-Old in MyPsychLab.




