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C H A P T E R O N E

Overview of Child
Development 

C h a p t e r  o u t l i n e
• Historical views of childhood
• Why study child development?
• The developmental process
• Developmental stages across the lifespan
• Issues in child development
• Aistear’s four themes
• Revision questions 

H i s t o r i c a l  v i e w s  o f  c h i l d h o o d  
Childhood is now considered to be such a distinct stage in life that it is difficult to imagine a time

when there was little or no distinction made between it and adulthood. Children were treated as

miniature adults in medieval European society and were afforded no special status. Throughout

history, scholars have theorised about the length and nature of childhood and about how children

should be reared. As a result, three broad philosophical views of childhood have emerged.

• Original sin: This view was held during the Middle Ages. Children were thought to be born

as innately evil beings. The principal goal of childrearing was to rid the child of this sin, thus

creating a decent, law-abiding adult. Childrearing practices were therefore harsh and

punishments were severe. 

• Tabula rasa: This view, proposed by the English philosopher John Locke (1632–1704),

argued that children were not innately sinful, but instead were like a ‘tabula rasa’, or ‘blank

slate’. Locke believed that experiences in childhood were important in determining adult

characteristics. He advised parents to spend time with their children (something that was not

commonplace) so that they could help them to become contributing members of society.

Locke and others believed that an adult’s personality is largely determined by their

upbringing. 
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2 CHILD DEVELOPMENT FOR STUDENTS IN IRELAND

Children Learn What They Live

If children live with criticism, they learn to condemn.
If children live with hostility, they learn to fight.
If children live with fear, they learn to be apprehensive.
If children live with pity, they learn to feel sorry for themselves.
If children live with ridicule, they learn to feel shy.
If children live with jealousy, they learn to feel envy.
If children live with shame, they learn to feel guilty.
If children live with encouragement, they learn confidence.
If children live with tolerance, they learn patience.
If children live with praise, they learn appreciation.
If children live with acceptance, they learn to love.
If children live with approval, they learn to like themselves.
If children live with recognition, they learn it is good to have a goal.
If children live with sharing, they learn generosity.
If children live with honesty, they learn truthfulness.
If children live with fairness, they learn justice.
If children live with kindness and consideration, they learn respect.
If children live with security, they learn to have faith in themselves and in those about them.
If children live with friendliness, they learn the world is a nice place in which to live.

Dorothy Law Nolte

• Innate goodness: This view, put forward by the Swiss-born philosopher Jean-Jacques

Rousseau (1712–78) during the eighteenth century, stressed the inherent goodness of

children. He believed that children should be allowed to grow naturally without too much

parental monitoring or constraint. 

Today, Western society views childhood as a highly eventful and unique period during which

children master specific skills in preparation for adult life. We believe that experiences in

childhood lay important foundations for adult personality and behaviour. Childhood is no longer

considered to be an inconvenient waiting period during which children should be seen and not

heard. Today, we protect children from adult stresses and responsibilities, we have strict child

labour laws, we handle juvenile crime through a special system of juvenile justice, we have

systems of child protection when families require it and we spend considerable resources

researching, caring for and educating children.
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OVERVIEW OF CHILD DEVELOPMENT 3

W hy  s t u d y  c h i l d  d eve l o p m e n t ?
Over the years, the nature of childhood and child development has been the subject of much

research. Why?

Improving children’s health and well-being

What effects do smoking, alcohol or drug use have on the unborn foetus? How does a poor diet

affect a child’s ability to learn effectively? Are computer games making today’s children more

violent? More overweight? How environmental influences such as these affect children’s mental,

emotional and physical health are important to understand in order to work towards

improvement, and are one of the primary reasons for studying child development. 

Parenting

What effect does two parents working outside the home have on children? What difficulties may

be experienced by children reared in one-parent households? Do adopted and fostered children

fare as well as children raised by their biological parents? How damaging is separation and divorce

to a child’s development? How should children be guided and disciplined? Understanding the

nature of child development can help people to become better parents. It encourages people to

reflect on their own experiences as children and sort through which practices they feel were good

and that they should continue, and which they feel they should adapt or abandon. 

Education

How can children’s overall development be best encouraged in the education setting? What

method is most effective in teaching children to read and do maths? Should we be concentrating

on a broad all-round education rather than focusing narrowly on academic outcomes? How can

children falling behind be best identified and what interventions are most effective? How does a

child’s home environment affect their ability to learn effectively? What forms of behavioural

management are most effective in educational settings? These are some of the questions that

concern professionals working with children in an educational capacity, and are some of the

reasons for much research in the area of child development.

T h e  d eve l o p m e n t a l  p r o c e s s   
We all develop similarly in some ways – for example, most full-term babies smile at six weeks,

walk at about a year and say their first words at about 13 months. In other ways, however, we can

develop very differently from each other. For example, some children begin reading as early as

three years, whereas others may not ever learn to read fluently; some children develop great
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sporting talent, whereas others may show no such talent; some children show huge musical

ability, whereas others do not. Child development studies the process of human development. It

tries to identify its milestones and also tries to understand what best shapes and promotes it.

The pattern of human development results from an interplay between three different processes

– biological, cognitive and socio-emotional. 

• Biological processes are responsible for physical changes that occur in the body, such as

height and weight gain, hormonal changes during puberty and motor skills. 

• Cognitive processes are responsible for changes to an individual’s intelligence and language.

Examples of cognitive processes are learning to string a two-word sentence together, learning

to read, learning how to make a jigsaw, memorising a nursery rhyme and creating a picture.  

• Socio-emotional processes are responsible for changes in an individual’s relationships with

other people, changes in their emotional state and changes in their personality, self-esteem and

self-image. Examples of socio-emotional processes are an infant smiling at its mother, a child

sharing their toys with a playmate or an adolescent’s feelings of self-consciousness going to

their first disco. 

Generally these processes are closely intertwined (Diamond 2007). Take a baby laughing in

4 CHILD DEVELOPMENT FOR STUDENTS IN IRELAND

Biological 
processes

Cognitive 
processes

Socio-emotional 
processes

Biological, cognitive and socio-emotional processes
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OVERVIEW OF CHILD DEVELOPMENT 5

response to her mother playing peek-a-boo. The baby has to be able to see what her mother is

doing and use her vocal cords to laugh (biological processes). She has to understand that the

mother is being playful and is doing something funny (cognitive processes). She connects with

the mother in a positive way by responding appropriately to what the mother is doing, thus

enriching their relationship (socio-emotional processes). 

P e r s p e c t i ve s  a n d  t h e o r i e s  o f  c h i l d  d eve l o p m e n t  ( F E TA C
L eve l  6  o n l y )  
Over the years developmental theorists have proposed a number of different theories about

why people develop and behave the way they do. Theorists gather data and try to come up

with possible explanations for that data – thus forming a theory. Child development is a

complex and multifaceted area of study. There is no one theory that covers it all. Each theory

contributes a part to the overall puzzle, and while some theories seem to disagree, most

complement each other in our overall understanding of how children develop. Some theories

lend more weight to innate factors (heredity), while others place more importance on

environment and the experiences a child has. Some theorists believe that development is

continuous over the lifespan whereas others believe it occurs in distinctive stages.

Human development theory can be loosely classified under five different headings or

perspectives. Each of these is introduced below and is dealt with in more detail in later

chapters. 

• Psychoanalytic perspective – focuses on emotions. 

• Learning perspective – focuses on observable behaviours (sometimes called behaviourist

perspective).

• Ethological perspective – focuses on evolutionary underpinning of behaviour

(sometimes called the maturationalist perspective).

• Cognitive perspective – focuses on the importance of thought processes (sometimes

called the constructivist perspective).

• Contextual or social constructionist perspective – focuses on the importance of culture

and social relationships.

Psychoanalytic perspective 

The psychoanalytic perspective is concerned with the unconscious forces that motivate

human behaviour. This perspective was introduced at the beginning of the twentieth century

with the work of Sigmund Freud, 1856–1939. Psychoanalytic theory emphasises that

Childhood Development 2nd ed.A:Layout 1  14/03/2013  08:19  Page 5



6 CHILD DEVELOPMENT FOR STUDENTS IN IRELAND

observable behaviour is merely a surface characteristic or manifestation of the inner

workings of the mind. Psychoanalytic theorists stress the importance of early life experiences

and relationships with parents in the formation of the adult personality. The psychoanalytic

perspective has been expanded and modified over the years by other influential theorists,

including Anna Freud, Melanie Klein, Erik Erikson, D.W. Winnicott and Jean Miller. These

theorists are discussed in later chapters, particularly in Chapter 8. 

Learning or behaviourist perspective 

The learning or behaviourist perspective, unlike the psychoanalytic perspective, is not

concerned with unconscious forces but with behaviour that can be observed and objectively

studied in a scientific manner. Learning theorists believe that development results from

learning rather than the other way round. Learning occurs when there is a long-lasting

change in behaviour as a result of the individual’s responding and adapting to their

environment. Classical and operant conditioning are important concepts in this perspective.

Ian Pavlov (1849–1936), B.F. Skinner and J.B. Watson are all important theorists of this

perspective and are discussed in detail later. 

Ethological or maturationalist perspective 

The ethological or maturationalist perspective focuses on the biological or evolutionary basis

of behaviour. This perspective originated with the famous English naturalist Charles Darwin

(1809–92). In 1859 Darwin published his famous (and at the time hugely controversial)

book On the Origin of Species. His main theses are that all species have descended over time

from the same ancestors and that species-specific characteristics have evolved over time

through a process of natural selection. Characteristics that are advantageous to a species’

survival tend to be passed down from generation to generation, and those that are not

advantageous tend not to be passed down, and die out. The Austrian ethnologists Konrad

Lorenz and Karl von Frisch, together with Dutch colleague Nikolaas Tinbergen, received the

Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine in 1973 for their observations of different species of

animals both in their natural environment and in the laboratory setting. Their belief was that

for each species, a variety of innate, species-specific behaviours has evolved to increase their

odds of survival. In the 1950s John Bowlby extended these ethnological principles to human

development with his theories on infant attachment (see Chapter 8).

Cognitive perspective

The cognitive perspective emphasises the importance of conscious thoughts and how the
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OVERVIEW OF CHILD DEVELOPMENT 7

way we think changes as we mature. It proposes that, much like a scientist, children actively

‘construct’ understandings for themselves by studying the world around them. Cognitivists

or constructivists do not believe that children are mere vessels to be filled with ready-made

knowledge and understandings, but instead that children take in information and

knowledge from the world around them, process this information and arrive at their own

understandings. Jean Piaget (1896–1980) is seen as the founder of cognitive theory. His

theories are dealt with in more detail in Chapters 5 and 7. 

Contextual or social constructionist perspective 

Like Piaget, the Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1896–1934) argued that children

actively construct their own knowledge. Unlike Piaget, however, he emphasised the

importance of social interactions and culture to their constructions. This is why Vygotsky’s

theories are sometimes classified under a separate heading from Piaget’s, namely social

constructionism. Vygotsky’s theories are dealt with in more detail in Chapter 5.

D eve l o p m e n t a l  s t a g e s  a c r o s s  t h e  l i f e s p a n  
While this book deals primarily with children’s development between zero and 12 years of age,

we look briefly here at where this period fits within the overall lifespan development.

Periods of development 

• The prenatal period covers the time from conception to birth (approximately 40 weeks).

Some people believe that it should also include the months leading up to conception, when

factors such as the mother’s folic acid intake, diet and lifestyle can affect the baby’s

development. The prenatal period is critical for all others. 

• The infancy period generally covers the time from birth to two years. While the infancy

period is characterised by a dependence on adults, it is also a period of intense growth and

development. During this period, babies learn to sit up, crawl, walk, run, smile, laugh and

begin to talk. 

• The early childhood period generally covers years two to six and is sometimes referred to as

the pre-school years, even though in Ireland (unlike other countries) children can attend

formal schooling from four years. During this period, children’s development focuses on

becoming more self-sufficient, e.g. toileting and feeding, on developing school readiness skills,

e.g. letter recognition, and on developing relationships with others, including peers. 
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• The middle to late childhood period generally covers years six to 11, when children attend

primary school. During this period, children master such skills as reading, writing and maths,

becoming more exposed to the world outside their immediate environment. Achievement

becomes important to children at this stage and self-control increases.

• The adolescent period generally covers years 11 to 19. Adolescence begins with rapid

physical changes, such as dramatic increases in height, weight and shape, as well as sexual

maturation. The pursuit of a stable identity is one of the main tasks of adolescence. The peer

group becomes increasingly important. Thinking becomes more abstract and idealistic, while

at the same time more logical. 

Developmental psychologists such as Levinson (1978) no longer believe that development ceases

at adolescence, but instead have identified a further three developmental periods – early

adulthood (19–40), middle adulthood (40–65) and late adulthood (65+). Like earlier periods

during childhood, each of these stages has their its developmental targets. 

I s s u e s  i n  c h i l d  d eve l o p m e n t
While there has been a huge volume of research carried out on all aspects of child development,

there are a number of issues on which there is continued disagreement. Three such issues or

debates are examined here: nature vs. nurture, early vs. later experiences and continuity vs.

discontinuity. 

Nature vs. nurture debate 

The nature vs. nurture debate has long been the subject of discussion among developmental

psychologists. The debate centres on the question of whether development is primarily influenced

by nature (genetics) or by nurture (environment). Almost nobody argues today that development

can be explained by either nature or nurture alone. However, which is more important? This is

where disagreement arises. 

Twin studies have been used to investigate this issue further. For example, in 1979, Thomas

Bouchard began to study identical twins separated at birth and raised in different families. He

found that an identical twin reared away from his or her co-twin has an equal chance of being

similar to the co-twin in terms of personality, interests and attitudes as one who has been reared

with his or her co-twin. This leads to the conclusion that the similarities between twins are due

to genes, not environment, and that the differences between twins reared apart must be due totally

to the environment.

8 CHILD DEVELOPMENT FOR STUDENTS IN IRELAND
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OVERVIEW OF CHILD DEVELOPMENT 9

THE TWO JIMS

Jim Lewis and Jim Springer are

one set of a number of American

identical twins studied by Dr

Thomas Bouchard. The two Jims

first met aged 39 after being

separated at four weeks old. Both

had been named James by their

adoptive parents. Both were

married twice, first to women

named Linda and then to women

named Betty. Both had children,

including sons named James

Alan. Both had at one time owned

dogs named Toy. Each twin went

to the same place on holiday,

smoked Salem cigarettes, drank

Miller Lite beer, were nail biters

and had at one time held part-

time posts as sheriffs.

Dr Thomas Bouchard (1990) and

his colleagues studied the

personalities and attitudes of the

twin Jims, and the resulting

similarities were again astonishing. In one test measuring personality traits, the twins’ scores

were as close as would be expected from one person taking the test twice. Brain wave tests

were almost identical. Intelligence tests, mental abilities, gestures, voice tones, likes and

dislikes were all very similar as well. So were medical histories: both had high blood pressure,

both had experienced what they thought were heart attacks, both had undergone vasectomies

and both suffered from migraine headaches.
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10 CHILD DEVELOPMENT FOR STUDENTS IN IRELAND

In contrast, other psychologists emphasise the importance of nurture, or environmental

experiences, to development (Maccoby 2007). Experiences can mean the individual’s biological

environment (nutrition, medical care, use of drugs and other substances, physical accidents) or

their social environment (family, peers, school, work, community, the media and their culture).

For example, contrast two children with similar genetic wiring – one from a stable, two-parent

middle-class family with nutritious meals, lots of books and other educational material at home,

regular family holidays abroad and lots of hobbies that are encouraged and supported, and

another from a lone-parent family surviving on welfare with a poor diet, few books at home, no

family holidays and few hobbies. While both children have the same genetic potential, they are

likely to grow up quite differently. 

Early vs. later experiences debate

The early vs. later experiences debate centres on the degree to which early experiences (especially

in infancy) or later experiences influence a child’s long-term development. People in Western

cultures, particularly those influenced by Freudian theory, tend to place great importance on early

experiences, believing that an infant’s first experiences of the world in some ways form a blueprint

for all other experiences. In contrast, those who advocate the importance of later experiences

argue that children are malleable throughout development and that care and sensitivity, or indeed

neglect, in later life can override early negative or positive experiences.  

CASE STUDY 

When Danielle Holden had her first child, Barry, at 19 years of age, she was not in a good

place. She was not in a stable relationship with the baby’s father, who was unemployed and a

heavy drinker who was abusive when drunk. On a number of occasions they had huge

arguments in front of the baby. She was living in a small rented flat that had dampness, poor

light and poor ventilation. Danielle worked at a part-time cleaning job to supplement her

welfare payments and so had to ask favours off friends and family to mind Barry while she

worked. Danielle smoked heavily and on occasions also drank heavily. She did not take any

exams at school, leaving in 2nd year. While Danielle was patient with Barry most of the time,

she did sometimes get angry with him when he would not stop crying. On a few occasions

she treated him roughly, shaking and shouting at him in frustration. 
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OVERVIEW OF CHILD DEVELOPMENT 11

Life went on like this until Barry was two years old. Then, as a result of a government back-

to-education initiative, Danielle returned to education, starting a one-year FETAC-certified

childcare course. While attending the course, Barry was cared for in a community crèche. In

the crèche, however, Barry was experiencing difficulties. Staff became concerned about his

aggressive behaviour – he frequently bit and hit other children. He also had a lot of health

problems, with asthma and frequent chest and ear infections. While on the course, Danielle

learned a lot about child development and caring for children. As a result, she stopped

smoking around Barry and started spending time doing activities with him. 

Do you think Barry’s early negative experiences will influence his overall development?

Continuity vs. discontinuity debate

The continuity vs. discontinuity debate centres on the extent to which development involves slow,

gradual change (continuity) or distinct stages (discontinuity). The continuity vs. discontinuity

debate is linked with nature vs. nurture in that some psychologists, such as Piaget (see p. 102),

believe our development is biologically determined and occurs in distinctive stages, whereas

others, such as Vygotsky (see p. 110), see development as inseparable from social and cultural

activities, and that it is continuous and gradual in nature.

A i s t e a r ’ s  f o u r  t h e m e s  
Aistear is the National Curriculum Framework for children from birth to six years in Ireland.

Aistear was developed by the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) in

partnership with the early childhood sector in Ireland and abroad and was published in 2008.

The Aistear curriculum is organised around four themes: 

1. Well-being

2. Identity and belonging

3. Communicating

4. Exploring and thinking

These themes promote children’s holistic development. Aistear breaks each theme down into four

aims, each of which is broken down into six learning goals.

Here is an example of one aim and its accompanying six learning goals under the theme

Identity and belonging:
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12 CHILD DEVELOPMENT FOR STUDENTS IN IRELAND

Aistear then gives the early years practitioner examples of learning experiences that work

towards fulfilling these aims and learning goals.

R ev i s i o n  q u e s t i o n s  
1. What are the three broad philosophical views of childhood?

2. List three reasons why it is important to study child development.

3. The pattern of human development results from an interplay between three different

processes – what are they?

4. Human development theory can be loosely classified under five different headings or

perspectives. Name and briefly describe each of the five perspectives. (FETAC Level 6 only)

5. List Levinson’s eight periods of development. 

6. What is meant by the nature vs. nurture debate?

7. What is meant by the early vs. later experiences debate? What is your opinion?

8. What is meant by the continuity vs. discontinuity debate?

9. What is Aistear and what are its four themes? 

Identity and belonging

Aims Learning goals 

Aim 1: Children will have strong
self-identities and will feel
respected and affirmed as unique
individuals with their own life
stories.

In partnership with the adult, children will:
1. build respectful relationships with others
2. appreciate the features that make a person special and unique (name, size, hair, hand and footprint, gender,

birthday)
3. understand that as individuals they are separate from others with their own needs, interests and abilities
4. have a sense of ‘who they are’ and be able to describe their backgrounds, strengths and abilities
5. feel valued and see themselves and their interests reflected in the environment
6. express their own ideas, preferences and needs, and have these responded to with respect and consistency.
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