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A Study Guide has been developed to assist you in mastering concepts
presented in this text. The Study Guide reinforces the learning of these
concepts by presenting them in condensed and concise form. In addition,
there are materials for self-study and self-evaluation. Answers to self-
evaluation questions are included. This Study Guide is available from your
local bookstore under the title, Study Guide to Accompany Hanson and
Reynolds’ Child Development: Concepts, Issues, and Readings prepared by

Donalene M. Andreotti.
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Preface

Children represent both the celebration of all that is joyous in our
world, and the greatest single challenge for parents, teachers, stu-
dents, and others who work with children. This book, which
grown out of the attempt to understand this paradox, represents
one small step in the quest for understanding.

One of the primary emphases of this book is looking at children
in appropriate contexts. Children exist within a family network,
and cannot be studied without paying close attention to this most
basic of all social support networks. Children also exist within a
society, which directly impinges upon the activities and potential of
every child within its boundaries. Children are also part of a histor-
ical context—a legacy so rich and important that the study of child
development is not complete without its inclusion. Because chil-
dren are mainly chronological-developmental beings, this book is
also largely developmental in approach. Within the developmental
framework, however, the instructor and student will find consider-
able latitude for a topical investigation of children.

We have included features in this book that will not only enhance
the student’s breadth of exposure, but will also keep the reader
interested in the study of children. For example, specific issues are
highlighted within each chapter, including such topics as the baby-
tender of B. F. Skinner, test-tube babies, the impact of television on
sex-role development, the “hurried child,” and many other in-
teresting subjects. Each chapter also has a specific reading attached
to it. These readings come from magazines, professional journals,
and scholarly books related to the field of child development. Some
readings are academically oriented, others more practical. Each
reading discusses a very different aspect of the study of children,
ranging from our society’s attitudes toward children to the ways
children react to the death of a parent. Taken together, these read-
ings add a dimension that is slightly different from the standard
text material. Thought questions are included at the end of each
chapter, along with a small number of suggested readings.
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The Study of Children:
Evolution of a Culture

The study of children and childhood is an exciting one, combining
biology, psychology, sociology, and anthropology. We approach
the study of children from several distinct, though related, aspects:
holistic development; idiosyncratic development; social-psycho-
logical development and psychobiological development.

The term holistic implies a totality or wholeness: all of the organism.
In much of the literature in child development there is a tendency
to “slice up” the child into parts and to intensively study those
respective parts. For example, those studying intellectual develop-
ment find the things in the child’s life that appear to be intellectual
in nature, discover their development course, experiment with this
development, and then flood the world with the information.

This may be very appropriate for some fields of study. It may
allow us to feel like we have opened a window into the world of the
unknown. However, through this piecemeal approach, we often
lose the essence of the contextual development of children. Intellec-
tual development does not stand separate from the whole child.
It's quite possible that intellectual development may be a function
of the child’s temperament or perhaps his emotional feelings at the
time; it is not just a separate dimension of the child’s existence.

Children are very complex. The intellectual, social, emotional,
and temperamental dimensions are interdependent; they interact
with each other, they greatly influence the development of each
other, and they develop their qualitative and quantitative aspects
at different rates.

HOLISTIC
DEVELOPMENT

Context understanding;:

looking at children in their
environment



IDIOSYNCRATIC
DEVELOPMENT

Nonexistent average:

there is no average age for
many developmental stages
because children vary so
greatly

Foundations of Child Development

How do you tell twins apart?
PHOTO BY TERRI WINTER

In order to capture the essence of child development we need to
remember this reciprocal interaction of the aspects of development,
and to remember that each of these dimensions develops within
the context of the whole child.

An idiosyncrasy is a behavior peculiar to the individual. By idio-
syncratic development we mean that despite the fact that children
develop basically the same, at the same rate and in the same se-
quence, the development of individual children can be and is
different.

Some of the concerns of modern parents include questions like
“Is my child developing normally?” “Will he walk on time?” “Will
he talk on time?” and so on. Walking is a significant example.
Many developmental charts indicate that the average time of walk-
ing is 11 months of age. This is a “nonexistent average” (Helms and
Turner, 1975). The average age for walking is a misleading figure,
because there is so much individual variation. Some children walk
at 9 months, others at 14 months.

Another example of this is the appearance of the first teeth in the
child’s mouth. Parents agonize about when the first tooth is going
to appear. In truth, the teeth will appear when they are ready, and
not before. The timing of this appearance is different for each child.

Both of these examples point to the idiosyncratic nature of child
development. Despite the fact that there are developmental norms
for nearly every occurrence, most children will arrive at these de-
velopmental milestones at their own pace, and in their own time. If



The Study of Children

parents were somehow convinced of this fact, much of the early
concern, particularly with the first child, would be lessened.

There is a synergistic interaction between the social environment of
the family and the psychological realities of each individual within
the family. This combination produces a unique environmental
network that qualitatively affects interactions and the learning of
behavior. Handel (1972) described this phenomenon as the “psy-
chosocial interior of the family.”

In the nature-nurture argument of the day, this is the nurture
side. We become what we are taught and what we are exposed to.
A large part of child development has to do with imitative learning:
observation of the behaviors of a “model,” imitation of that be-
havior, and an internalization of that modeled behavior.

Psychobiological development represents the nature side of the
nature-nurture argument. The nurture argument has been a very
strong one during the last few years. The psychobiological argu-
ment, however, is making a comeback of sorts. Briefly, this phil-
osophy states that much of the behavior that we had assumed as
being learned, was in fact, more a result of genetic influences and
some sort of biological plan for humans. This argument has been
reinforced by recent research that states, for example, that some
basic aspects of temperament and personality may be a function of
genetics and biology, with socialization coming in later to either
enhance or detract from this biological reality.

One final conceptual idea has to do with the course of a child’s
development. If development proceeds similarly for all children in
a smooth, orderly fashion, it is said to be continuous. If we assume,
however, that development actually consists of a series of signifi-
cant “transitions” that are all different from each other, then we are
assuming that development is discontinuous.

An example of a continuous theory is that proposed by Arnold
Gesell: all children develop in a similar fashion, and advanced
development is based on acquired experience. Discontinuous de-
velopment is exemplified by the fact that some behaviors occur in
an early form and then disappear: walking, object concepts, etc.
(Bower, 1974a).

SOCIAL-
PSYCHOLOGICAL
MATRIX

Nature-nurture:

the controversy over
biological determination vs.
environmental influences

PSYCHO-
BIOLOGICAL
DEVELOPMENT



THE CULTURE OF
CHILDHOOD

Underestimation
phenomenon:

tendency of adults to not fully
appreciate children’s abilities

Foundations of Child Development

These factors interact in a dynamic fashion to produce the chil-
dren we observe. To deny any of these dimensions is to take an
unnecessarily narrow view of the world of the child.

Culture is learned through the process of socialization. The
teachers in this process may be adults; they may be peers and /or
siblings; they may even be television sets.

The culture of childhood is shared as children develop artifacts of
their culture. This culture is transmitted through the games, the
humor, and the activities of childhood. It may be transmitted
through the hierarchy of a childhood group or gang, or through
slang phrases. Children’s games and language become a vehicle for
the translation of the child’s reality to the group situation. Within
this setting, a great range of emotional and behavioral variation
exists among children; in fact, children can and do thrive under
conditions our culture would label inappropriate for humans in
general (Goodman, 1970). Children share this process of develop-
ment with each other and sometimes with significant adults. A
culture of childhood may become so tight, so intact, that the par-
ticipants may develop communication mechanisms and behavioral
patterns that only they understand. Certain jokes, for example, are
highly entertaining to children of a certain age for generation after
generation. The jokes may be meaningless to smaller children or to
adults.

Phenomena like these suggest that our understanding of chil-
dren has been incomplete. We often do not understand that child-
hood is actually a culture, or subculture. Culture is defined as
“.. . a set of ready made definitions of the situation which each
participant retailors in his own idiomatic way” (Kluckhohn and
Kelly, 1945, p. 91). There is a culture of childhood, which like all
culture, is learned, shared, and transmitted.

Goodman (1970) has also suggested two basic misconceptions
concerning the study of children. She is not convinced that age-
stage progressions in child development are universal. For exam-
ple, the American assumption that adolescence is a period of great
stress and strain to all involved is not universal. In fact, adoles-
cence may be quite the opposite, depending upon the cultural per-
spective. The “underestimation” phenomenon is the second major
misconception. Goodman suggests that adults have great difficulty
appreciating the quality of a child’s perceptive abilities, cognitive



