
HUMAN DEV Lecture 2: Introduction to Understanding Human Development 
 
Developmental Psychology 

• Systematic changes and continuities in 3 domains: 
o Physical Development à The growth of body and organs  
o Cognitive Development à Perception, language, learning, memory, problem-

solving, mental processes 
o Psychosocial Development à Personal and interpersonal aspects of development 

• Key points (No Cats Actually Meow Until I Roar): 
o Nature vs Nurture: How do nature and nurture together shape development?  
o Continuity vs Discontinuity: In what ways is development continuous, and it what 

ways is it discontinuous?  
o Activity vs Passivity: How do children shape their own development?  
o Mechanisms of developmental change: How does change occur?  
o Universality vs Context Specificity: Is development similar from person to person 

and culture to culture? 
o Individual differences: How do children within a single cultural group become so 

different from each other? 
o Research and children’s welfare: How can research promote children’s well-being?  

 
 
Historical Foundations 

• Plato & Aristotle both believed that long-term welfare of society depended on raising 
children appropriately 

• Plato: Emphasised self-control and discipline à Believed child born with innate knowledge 
• Aristotle: Concerned with fitting child rearing to the needs of individual child à Believed 

knowledge came from experience 
• John Locke: Child is a blank slate (tabula rasa) à Parents set examples  
• Jean-Jacques Rousseau: Children should be given maximum freedom from the beginning à 

Children learn from spontaneous interactions with objects and people 
• Freud: Psychoanalytic theory 
• John Watson: Behaviourist theory 

 
 
Nature vs Nurture 

 
• Nature: Development is largely a process of maturation  

o Implies that all children would achieve similar developmental milestones at similar 
times because of maturation, and differences among individuals are caused by 
differences in genetic make-up 
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• Nurture: Development is largely a process of learning 
o Implies that outcomes result entirely from individuals’ life experiences 

• Developmental changes are the products of both nature and nurture  

Bronfenbrenner’s Bio-ecological Model 
• Bronfenbrenner: Believed that the individual, with his genetic makeup and biological and 

psychological characteristics, is embedded in a series of environmental systems that interact 
with one another and with the individual over time to influence development 

• Bio-ecological Model: Formulated to describe environmental influences on development 
o Microsystem: Immediate physical & social environment  

§ E.g. Parents, grandparents, child-care center 
o Mesosystem: Interrelationships/linkages between two or more microsystems  

§ E.g. Problems a teenager experiences at school may affect home life 
o Exosystem: Linkages involving social systems individuals do not experiences directly 

§ E.g. Changes in the parents’ workplaces may affect home life 
o Macrosystem: Larger cultural context in which microsystem, mesosytem and 

exosystem are embedded 
§ E.g. Cultural beliefs, customs, laws  

o Chronosystem: Changes in people and their environments occurring across time 
§ E.g. Attitudes to child-rearing in the 20th century compared to present day 

 
 
 
 
 



Lecture 3: How is Human Development Studied?  
 
The Scientific Method 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
• A good theory should be: 

o Internally consistent à Should not generate contradictory hypotheses 
o Falsifiable à Can be proved wrong 
o Supported by data à Predictions can be confirmed by research results 

• Sample Selection: 
o The sample must be representative of the population of interest  
o Random sample à More likely that conclusions will be true for the population 

• Data Collection: 
o Methods vary depending on the age group/aspect of development being studied 
o Verbal Reports: Interviews, questionnaires/surveys, personality scales, 

ability/achievement tests 
§ Pros: Questions are asked in exactly the same order so responses can be 

directly compared 
§ Cons:  

• Cannot be used with infants and young children 
• Different ages understand the questions differently 
• Participants present themselves in a positive light 

o Behavioural Observations: Observing people in their natural surroundings 
§ Pros: Infants/young children who lack verbal skills can be studied 
§ Cons: 

• Some behaviours occur infrequently and unexpectedly 
• Difficult to isolate the cause of the behaviour as many events 

happen at the same time 
• Presence of an observer may affect behaviour 

o Physiological Measurements: Using electrodes or fMRI to measure brain activity  
§ Pros: 

• Can determine which areas of the brain are involved in 
particular cognitive activities 

• Hard to fake results 
§ Cons: 

• Very expensive and time-consuming (particularly fMRI) 
• Not always clear what is being assessed 


