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Welcome to the Learner’s Guide for Human Development Theories. This Learner’s 
Guide will provide you with the basic information needed to work effectively in this 
area of work. You will need to support your own learning with practical tasks and 
discussions with more experienced worker in order to get the most out of your 
learning experience. 
 
 

Learning Outcomes 
 

 

When working with children, young people, families and people it helps to 
understand how they grow and develop over time. 

It also helps to know what can help growth and development and what can get in 
the way of healthy growth and development. 

Where growth and development is delayed, being able to seek professional help 
early to support an individual’s growth and development is important. 

Participants will learn about: 

• Theories and Models of Development. 
• Factors impacting on development. 
• Overall views of ages and stages from pre-birth to very old age. 

 
 

Your Learning Materials 
 

 

Your learning materials are comprised of: 

• This Self-Paced Learner’s Guide; 

• A course evaluation form 

For some courses there may also be further readings, which will be emailed to 
you directly. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Introduction 
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This Self-Paced Learner’s Guide is your main workbook. It contains information and 
learning activities to help you to reflect on and apply your learning. 
 
 
The Learner’s Guide Appendix provides access to supplemental readings and/or 
resources. 
 
 
This Learner’s Guide only refers to legislation and state authorities that are relevant 
to New South Wales.  Although the legislative requirements are similar in other 
states, it is imperative that you know and understand the   requirements for the 
state in which you work. 
 
 

Icons 

           Complete a learning or reflective activity 

 
 
Approaching Distance Learning 

 

 

Distance learning is a very different experience to traditional face-to-face training. It 
requires that you: 

• Make a personal commitment to undertake the learning process 

• Take a stronger responsibility in defining your learning needs 

• Access help from others as required 

• Structure your time 
  

Self-Paced Learner’s Guide – important information 
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Some Distance Learning Hints 
 

 

Be realistic and plan your workload. You will not have to attend prescheduled 
training, but you will have to do regular learning. So if there is insufficient time in 
your personal schedule to do the work of the course, you will be frustrated and 
you may become stressed. Keep reminding yourself of the reason you started the 
course. 

Organize a study schedule. Identify study times when you are fresh and attentive 
and stick to those times every week. Think of the study times as ‘reserved time’. If 
you miss too many study times, revise your schedule. 

Avoid interruptions. Avoid all interruptions and distractions while you are reading, 
working on the computer, or studying. Take the telephone off the hook if there is 
no one available to answer it but you. 

Know where to study. Find a place that is free from distractions. You might consider 
work--before or after hours and on your lunch hour—a public library, or a separate 
room in your home. 

Tell your friends, colleagues, or boss. Knowing that others may ask how your 
studies are going is a great way to stay motivated – so that you can tell them about 
your progress. 

Use good communication skills. Pay careful attention to instructions and be certain 
that you understand what is being asked when submitting assignments. It often 
helps to develop a brief one-page outline before the final product. 

Use relaxation techniques to focus better. Relaxation techniques can benefit 
learning in a number of ways: heighten concentration, heighten attention focusing 
and lessen anxiety. Some common relaxation techniques include deep breathing, 
stretching, and soothing music. 
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What do you think about when you read the word development? What do you think 

about when you read the work lifespan? 

What is Development? 
 
The Oxford Dictionary defines development as: 
• A specified state of growth or advancement. 
• An event constituting a new stage in a changing situation. 

 
Thus, in development we see change over time, physically, mentally and in the way 
an individual interacts with their world. 
 
Paul Baltes (1939-2006) writes that the process involves: 
• Growth 
• Maintenance 
• Regulation of loss. 

 

What is Lifespan? 

Lifespan is defined by the Oxford Dictionary as: 
 
“The length of time for which a person or animal lives or a thing functions.” 
 
So in human lifespan development is from conception to death. 
 
 
  

Definitions 
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ACTIVITY: 
 
Can you think of stages in your own life where you clearly moved from one stage to 
another in what you could do? 
 
 

 
 
You may think of learning to walk-moving from a baby to a toddler, or of starting pre-
school or school, moving to high school and leaving home as examples where you make 
a big move forward in learning and what you can do in the world. 
 
While physically you are growing and changing, you are also developing mentally and 
socially. In different cultures, some of the times we do things like start school, or move 
to high school, or leave school are guided by knowledge that most children or young 
people will have the skills to cope with these changes at this time, with some support 
from adults around them. 
 
As children and young people grow older, they are generally thought to be able to cope 
with more themselves as they learn skills. There will be times when children, young 
people and adults may need extra help to cope with change. 
 
Some children, young people and adults may not develop typically due to disability, 
having experienced illness, trauma or loss, or a different personality. We need to be 
careful to look at each person individually and see where they are in their own 
development and not make assumptions based on age, ability or development in other 
areas. 

ACTIVITY: 
Why do you think it is important to know about lifespan development? 
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Lifespan Development helps us to: 
 
➢ Better understand others and their needs. 

 
➢ Have realistic expectations. 

 
➢ Recognize why an individual child/young person/adult may be feeling conflict 

within them. 
 

➢ Have the knowledge to support and use appropriate strategies with individuals. 
 

➢ Know when to seek or encourage others to seek professional help, based on 
concerns about an individual’s development. 
 

➢ Identify the impact of important influences on an individual’s life and 
development. 
 

➢ Provide an environment that supports an individual’s development. 
 

➢ Learn about our own personal development, attitudes and responses. 
 

➢ Better understand ourselves and our needs. 
 
 

The lifespan perspective of development: Paul Baltes (1939-2006)  

Development is: 

   Lifelong from conception to birth.  

   Multi-dimensional. 

   Multi-directional.  

   “Plastic” (flexible). 

   Multi-disciplinary.  
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Development also happens in a context of historical, economic, social and cultural 
factors, not in isolation. 
 
    We can look at similar individuals in a particular culture. 

 
   We can look at factors similar in people of a particular generation. 

 
   We can also look at unusual occurrences with an individual impact. 

 

Think about your own culture: 
What would be expected of toddlers in your culture? (What 
would you expect them to be able to do? What would adults be encouraging them to 
learn?) 
 

 
 
What would you expect of your parent or grandparent’s generation? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How are things different for you as an adult to when they were a similar age? 
 
 
 
 
 
Think of someone you know of have heard about who has had a very different life (for 
example they have been through a loss, they have had a disability). How do you think this 
has changed the way they have developed compared to others of a similar age? 
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Periods of Development 
 

 
Prenatal Period: 

Conception to birth 

Adolescence: 

 
Starting 10-12 years up to 18-20 years. 

Infancy: 

 
Birth to 18/24 months (varied definitions) 

Early adulthood: 

20s-30s 

Early childhood: 2-5 

years 

Middle adulthood: 

40s-60s 

Middle and late childhood: 6-11 

years 

Late adulthood: 60s-

70s to death. 

 
Principles of Development 

 

 

➢ Development is orderly, sequential and predictable. 
➢ There are individual differences in development. 
➢ Development is influenced by maturation and learning. 
➢ There are sensitive areas for developing some behaviours or skills. 

 

What is a Theory of Development? 
 

 

The Oxford Dictionary defines a theory as: 
 
“A supposition or a system of ideas intended to explain something, especially one based 
on general principles independent of the thing to be explained”. 
 
As human beings we seek to make sense of things in our world by grouping, looking at 
similarities and differences, and looking for reasons why certain things happen. 
 
Researchers study groups of children, young people and adults in different contexts and 
focusing on different areas. 
 
They then make sense of the information and test this to see if it applies over a wider 
group. Over time, if the theory is demonstrated to hold true, it is accepted into scientific 
knowledge.  
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Other researchers in the future may then further develop a theory, or further develop 
and aspect of a theory. 
 

How do theories help us? 
 
Theories help us to: 
 
➢ Organize observations and give meaning to information. 

 
➢ See relationships and uncover implications not evident in isolated data. 

 
➢ Stimulate inquiry-research to prove or disprove a theory. 

 
“The Study of Human Development” Thomas L. Crandell, Corinne Haines Crandell, Broome Community 
College, James W. VanderZanden Ohio State University. 
 
Can you think of a time when you worked out an idea based on just one incident or 
event? We can do this as children-we meet a dog that scares us and we think all dogs are 
scary. We have to be careful about the conclusions we come to, to make sure these are 
not prejudices or assumptions. 
 
Can you think of a time you worked out an idea by watching or talking to many people? 

This is what researchers do to check their ideas apply consistently over time and in different 
contexts. This becomes a theory. 
 

Different types of theories and theorists 
 

 

There are different types of theories looking at development from different angles: 
 

   Physical development (including body and brain development).  

   Cognitive-how thinking develops, also language development.  

   Behavioural- (including social and emotional development) 

   Ecological- (how the environment and the individual interact) 
 

    Psychoanalytic- (effect of unconscious on thoughts and behaviours). 
 

   Combination of different factors e.g. psycho-social. 
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Personal Development: 
 
The personal aspects of development cover: 
 

   Brain development-physical and cognitive. 
   Physical development, including sensorimotor development.  
  Psychoanalytic theory. 
   Development of attachments. 
   Socio-emotional development, including stages of social play.  
  Language development. 

 
Development is not in isolation, as it is impacted by environmental factors. The mother 
and father’s health at the conception of a foetus, and the mother’s health (physical, 
mental and emotional) affects the development of the foetus. 
 
After birth the infant develops in the context of their environment- whether their 
environment supports healthy development or whether it inhibits healthy development. 
 
Difficulty in one area of development is likely to impact other areas of development. 

 
This is why early intervention is very important with children and parents- being able to 
have additional support and services to maximise a child’s development will help the 
child and family now and work to prevent associated delays and impacts in other areas 
from d e v e l o p i n g . 
 
Arnold Gessell (1880-1961) is known for his Maturation theoretical approach. The 
principles of this theory is that: 
Growth and development occur in orderly stages and sequence. The individual genetic 
timetable affects the rate of maturation.” 
 
Certain physical changes are genetically determined, such as when first and second 
teeth erupt. In some individuals this can be earlier and in some later. Environment has 
little affect in this area. 
 
Can you think in your family whether individuals tend to get their teeth earlier or later? 
Do they lose their first teeth earlier or later? 
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Brain Development: 
 
The brain is shaped by and shapes: 
 
 
 
 

 

  
 
 
 

Genes	

Personality	

Development	
Memory	

Identity

Function/Dysfunction	

Experience	

Environment	
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The brain operates from the base up-starting with the brainstem which 
regulates basic body functions such as body temperature, heart rate, blood 
pressure. This part of the brain is present pre-natally (before the infant is born). 
 
The mid-brain regulates sleep, appetite/fullness, motor regulation 
(moving muscles), and arousal (response to outside stimulation). The 
mid-brain is present pre-natally and is developing through infancy.  
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The limbic system is linked with emotional reactivity, sexual behavior and attachment. 
It is present pre-natally and develops through infancy. 
 
If the brain is exposed to trauma, the limbic system is activated with the 
fight/flight/freeze response. If the infant is then able to experience comfort and calm 
from a responsive caregiver, then the infant is able to learn how to recover. If exposure 
to trauma is severe and ongoing, with no responsive caregiver to help calm and soothe, 
the limbic system may become overreactive to outside stimuli that it sees as a potential 
threat. Then, in a busy environment, the child is unable to learn, as they are too busy in 
trying to manage their mental and emotional state. 
 
The cortical system is the last system to develop, only reaching maturity between 25-28 
years. This system is the logical part of the brain that is responsible for affiliation, 
concrete thought and abstract thought. 
 

 
 
This diagram shows the sequential development of neural (nerve connections) from 
pre-natal to adolescence. 
 
The importance of this shows there are periods when connections need to be made and 
maintained in order for a child to develop to their full potential. 
 
For example, it is important to pick up hearing loss or blindness very early, as stimulating 
those nerve pathways in those early months are essential. If blindness or hearing 
impairment is not detected and/or treated early, the infant may never be able to see or 
hear, even with corrective surgery. 
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In many nations with global health care, infants are examined at birth and routine 
follow-up checks are done in the early months to check sight, hearing and overall 
physical development. 
 
In nations or areas where this health care is not available, problems may not be picked 
up early enough, or treatments may not be available, so that disability may become 
long-term. 
 
The brain also learns certain tasks at certain times. Learning can occur outside these 
times, but it is much harder. Therefore, trying to teach an infant to read is likely to be 
challenging, as the infant has other developmental needs that are more important, like 
speech and movement. However, at around 5-6 years of age most children are at an 
age where their brain is ready to tackle the tasks needed for reading, and learning is 
often easier. 
 

 

Can you think of a time when you found something very difficult? Then, after a period of 
time it suddenly became a lot easier?  

This could be something like tying your shoelaces, or understanding a math’s problem, 
or reading. When your brain is ready to learn something and your environment is a 
healthy learning environment, it is much easier to learn.  
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In terms of physical development, we now know so much more about how a foetus 
develops in the mother’s uterus. 
There is a clear sequence of development. 
There are also critical periods/sensitive periods of development, where healthy 
development can be impacted by exposure to such substances as alcohol, illicit drugs, 
tobacco smoke, heightened levels of stress hormones or certain illnesses, such as 
Rubella. 
The diagram below shows this: 
 

 
 
Slide from www.scitechlab.wordpress.com. 
 

The highly sensitive period is the red, yellow is the less sensitive period. In orange down 
the bottom are factors linked to maternal factors such as increased risk of premature 
birth, reduced growth and placental development problems. 
 
After birth there continues to be sequential development, working from the head down-
learning to hold up the head by strengthening neck muscles over the first three months, 
then learning to roll, to sit, to crawl, to cruise (hold on to an item of furniture and walk 
around it), then walk independently. 
 
Development is also from the core muscles out-the trunk (learning how to roll), to 
learning how to coordinate hand and eye movements, how to grasp objects and then 
transfer them to the mouth. 
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Physical Development: 
 
Physical Development covers the following areas: 
 

Gross Motor: 
 
Large muscle development and 
control, for example running. 

Fine motor: 
 
Small muscle development-hands 
and fingers, for example threading, 
drawing, writing. 

Balance: 
 
Awareness of body in space and 
using muscles to control movement, 
for example, balancing on a wall. 

Coordination: 
 
Ability to coordinate hands, feet 
and eyes, for example, catching a 
ball. 

 

  
 
Ecological Frameworks: 
 
 
This Bio-developmental Framework has been developed by the Center on the 
Developing Child, Harvard University 
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www.developingchild.harvard.edu. 
This model aims to identify early, controllable influences on positive and negative life 
outcomes. In this way, policies and services for young children and families can be guided 
in promoting education and healthier environments in order for better outcomes both 
short and long term. 

 
What examples can you think of where changes can be made by an individual parent or by a 
community, state or nation where there will be an impact on healthy development? 
 
For example, teaching parents about the importance of not smoking during pregnancy, 
and not exposing their babies and children to cigarette smoke increases the chanced of 
healthy babies. 
 
Supporting parents with alternatives to relax and help to give up smoking will also help 
babies and parents in giving parents greater skills to cope with the demands of looking 
after babies and children. 
 
Teaching parents about healthy feeding options, such as breastfeeding where possible 
and giving children natural, unprocessed foods helps children and parents to be 
healthier. 
 
Healthier children are better able to learn and healthier parents are less likely to suffer 
mental health problems such as depression. 
 
Teaching parents about infant communication and what to do when babies are crying or 
upset helps both infants and parents. Both infants and parents experience reduced stress 
and a responsive, nurturing bond can develop between the parent and the child. 
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Changes through education, services such as pre-natal education and early childhood 
health checks and education, policies such as World Health Organization “Baby Friendly” 
Hospital initiatives all contribute to better physical, emotional and mental health for 
infants and families and therefore promote healthy development. 
 
Guidelines around medical and chemical exposure during pregnancy and whilst 
breastfeeding and laws banning substances where exposure endangers health are also 
important environmental measures. 
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Uri Bronfenbrenner’s ( 1917-2005) Ecological Model looks at the systems which impact 
on the individual, from those systems with the most immediate impact such as family, 
classroom, religious setting and peer group to those with a less direct impact such as 
community, economy, media and broader systems such as legal and political systems 
and cultural values. 
 
The systems and relationships change over time-for example a government change 
may mean an economic change which may or may not impact an individual. For 
example, if the child or young person’s carer loses their job or financial support, this 
will have a different impact on the child, whereas if there is no change for the carer, 
there may be less or no impact on the child with government/economic change. A 
refugee child may be impacted for example, by the government’s policies on temporary 
visas, immigration etc., whereas other children in the community may not be affected.  
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Bronfenbrenner’s theory also ties in with Resilience. 
 
There are many definitions of resilience. Ann Masten (2001,2004,2007,2009a, b) 
defines resilience as: 
 
“An individual’s ability to overcome or recover from adverse events.” 
 
Instead of focusing on vulnerability and negative impacts from challenging events in 
life, resilience chooses to focus on the characteristics that have helped individuals to 
get through or become stronger after these events. This can then help with building 
resilience through case work, case planning and counselling with individuals. 
 
Individual Family Extrafamilial/Community 

Good intellectual 
functioning. 

Close relationship to a 
caring parent figure. 

Bonds to caring adults 
outside the family. 

Appealing, s o c i a b l e , 
easygoing disposit ion. 

Authoritative p a r e n t i n g : 
warmth, structure, high 
expectations. 

Connections to positive 
organisations. 

Self-confidence, high self- 
esteem 

Socioeconomic 
advantages. 

Attending effective 
schools. 

Talents Connections to extended 
supportive family networks. 

 

Faith   

 
 
If an individual has a close relationship with a caring parent figure, they are more likely 
to have self-confidence and an ability to learn. They will also be more likely to be 
encouraged to develop their talents and to have support at school. 
 
If children and young people have supportive connections outside the home, they are 
better supported if there is a crisis at home. If they are well-supported at home, children 
and young people are more likely to be able to deal with a crisis at school. 
 
Lyn Worsley has developed the Resilience Doughnut, which is a tool for individuals to 
assess their strengths in different areas of Resilience and to build resilience. 
www.theresiliencedoughnut.com.au.  
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Social-Emotional Development: 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Socio-emotional development covers the three areas: 
 
• Social Development-the skills we develop to relate to others, for example sharing, 

taking turns. 
• Emotional development-being able to know, name and express our feelings as well 

as being able to regulate our feelings- to be able to think before acting impulsively. 
• Self-concept-the picture we have of ourselves in terms of our abilities and 

qualitities-I am, I have, I can. Positive self-concept forms the centre of resilience. 
 
 
  

Social	
Development-	
skills	we
develop	to

relate	to	others.	

Emotional	
Development-	
ability	to	know	
and	express	our

feelings.	

Self-concept-the
picture	we	have	of
ourselves	in	terms	of
our	abilities	and

qualities.	
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Attachment theory relates to the type of bond which an infant forms with a primary 
caregiver, which can then be replicated in other relationships. 
 
John Bowlby highlighted the importance of an infant forming a bond with a consistent 
caregiver. 
 
Mary Ainsworth built on this theory by observing infants when being separated from 
their caregiver for a short period of time and then the caregiver returning. 
 
Age Attachment-the emotional bond with a 

carer figure 

0-8 months John Bowlby looked at the importance of a 
bond with a consistent caregiver. 
 
Mary Ainsworth looked at different types of 
attachment-healthy, secure attachment 
and problematic attachment where the 
relationship is insecure and/or avoidant. 
 
How the infant responds to the caregiver in 
terms of giving eye contact and attempting 
to communicate, and how the caregiver 
responds to the infant in terms of eye 
contact and acknowledgement informs 
assessment of attachment. 

8-15 months Mary Ainsworth looked at infants at this 
age becoming aware of less familiar and 
unfamiliar people. Typically, babies of this 
age become distressed when separated 
from their preferred carer. 

Toddlers Toddlers need a secure base from which to 
explore the world. Toddlers will return to 
carers for reassurance and support where 
they have a secure attachment. 
 
Toddlers may also develop attachments to 
objects such as teddies and security 
blankets. 

  

Attachment Theory 
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Pre-schoolers May separate more easliy from 
carers and may settle more easily 
into new situations. Friends start to 
become important. Familiar carers 
are still preferred. 

School-aged Friends continue to grow in 
importance, initially same gender 
friendships are common, moving to 
platonic and romantic relationships 
in teenage years.  

 
Different types of attachments: 
 
 
 
 

Secure: child uses carer as secure base. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Anxious-avoidant: child does not use carer as 
a secure base. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Anxious-ambivalent: child may cling, be angry and seek 
comfort.  
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Mary Ainsworth (1978) observed 3 basic types of attachment in infants: 
 

   Secure: In strange situations, the child is at ease as long as main carer is present. 
Child will cry in carer’s absence and seek to be close to carer when the carer returns. 
 

   Anxious-avoidant: The child may not be happy in the strange situation, may cry 
when carer leaves, does not seek closeness to carer and actively avoid carer upon 
carer’s return. 
 

   Anxious-ambivalent: Combination of positive and negative reactions. Child will cling 
to carer in strange situation, become very upset when separated, difficult to soothe 
when reunited, angry and seeking comfort simultaneously. 

 
What reasons can you think of why an infant may not form a secure attachment 
with a caregiver? 
 

Reasons for a poor atttachment 
with caregiver in an infant….. 

Reasons for a poor attachment from 
a parent….. 

  

See Activity Answers Section for some of the reasons. 
 
It is important to observe a child over time with the same carer and with different 
carers, to ensure that the child’s response is consistent and not due to stress, illness, 
unfamiliar environment or other factors. Attachments can be strengthened through 
specific therapies and carers can be taught about building attachments through 
programs such as “Circle of Security.” 
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Feelings and Emotions: 
 

Stage Expression of feelings Developmental 
Infants Body language or cues, 

escalates to crying-hunger, 
uncomfortable, hot, cold, 
tired 

Content or not content. 
 
Pick up on the feelings of 
others through mirror 
neurons in the brain—if 
carers are stressed or 
anxious, they become 
distressed 

Babies to toddlers Greater range of 
emotions—anger, 
frustration, laughing, 
smiling. Toddlers like to say 
“no”. May kick, scream or 
bite because they cannot 
articulate their feelings. 
 
May be scared and may not 
know what is pretend and 
what is real. 

Toddlers like to be 
independent, they may say 
“no” or ignore or test an 
adult by repeating an action 
they have been told not to 
do. For example, touching a 
power point. Toddlers want 
to do and discover things 
for themselves. They like 
suitable choices—“would 
you like your red top or 
your pink top?” 

Pre-schoolers Pre-schoolers are starting to 
learn strategies to manage 
strong emotions. They can 
be physically or verbally 
aggressive when upset. 

Pre-schoolers are able to 
plan to make things happen. 
They may get a stool to 
climb on to reach 
something high. They may 
be able to stop and talk 
about what they want to 
happen or why they are 
upset. 

School-aged School-aged children 
express themselves through 
language and 
communication methods. 
They are curious, more self-
sufficient. They may share 
less of their thoughts and 
feelings with carers and 
more with friends. 
 
They may experience stress 

Developing self-concept 
(the picture we have of 
ourselves), self-esteem (the 
value we place on our skills, 
qualities and abilities). 
 
School-aged children start 
to talk about their qualities 
and abilities and compare 
themselves with others. 
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which can affect social 
relationships, social skills 
and self-esteem. 
 
Fears may relate to physical 
safety, TV/newspapers, 
events, family, peers. 
 
They may be angry about 
what they see as unfair or 
not right. They can still be 
physical or verbally 
aggressive or sulky. 

Most school-aged children 
are better at reading 
messages from others such 
as facial expressions, voice 
and body language. 
 
They need to learn skills and 
have a sense of 
achievement and 
responsibility. 

 
Understanding how a child develops emotionally helps is to understand why a child may 
be behaving a certain way and what the best response will be. 
Teaching carers about what is normal in emotional expression and helping carers to 
teach children as they grow about naming their feelings and talking about them leads 
to less frustration and more supportive responses. 
   
Sigmund Freud’s Psychoanalytic theory: 
 
Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) looked at the influence of the unconscious mind on the 
though and behaviour of an individual. 
 
The Id is present at birth-it drives an infant to seek pleasure and to avoid pain. The id is 
about survival and is centred on self. 
 
The ego looks at cause and effect and develops from 2 to 3 years of age. The ego 
recognizes the want from the Id and looks at meeting that need. The child then learns 
about consequences of these actions- if there is an unpleasant consequence, it will deter 
from a similar action in the future. 
 
The super-ego develops from 6 to 7 years of age. This area is more grown up and has 
an understanding of society and family rules. The super-ego balances with wants of 
the Id with these rules. 
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Jean Piaget’s (1896 to 1980) Cognitive Development Theory 
 
Stage Age Cognitive D e v e l o p m e n t  
One-Sensorimotor Birth to 2 years Infant develops an 

understanding of the world 
through s e n s e s -touch, taste, 
combined with physical actions. 
Starts with reflexes and instincts 
at birth and progress to the 
beginning of symbolic thought 
for example pictures and words. 

Two-Pre-operational s t a g e  2 to 7 years Child learns to represent the 
world in words and pictures. 
Needs to try things to 
understand concepts. 
Classifies items in simple ways. 

Three- Concrete 
operations 

7 to 11 year Child can reason logically about 
c o n c r e t e /specific examples. 
Can classify items into different 
sets. 

Four-Formal o p e r a t i o n s  11 years to adult Child develops more 
abstract, idealistic 
thinking-can form 
hypotheses, work out 
abstract problems. 

 

Lev Vygotsky’s (1896-1934) Stages of Conceptual Development: 
 
Stage Characteristics 
Thinking not ordered Preschool stage of development. Using 

trial and error. 
Using problem-solving techniques. 

Thinking in complex stage Beginning to make connections between objects, 
but not consistently. 

Thinking in concepts stage Thinking is more abstract. Children can 
make associations. 
Children can’t see two associations at the 
same time. 

Thinking in true concepts stage Mature thinking 
Children can manipulate a number of abstract 
concepts. 
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Adults are important in supporting and extending a child’s learning. 
Although the child does not have the experience of adults, they can learn from an older 
child or adult’s experience and explanation. 
Sara Smilansky developed three stages of play, which include: 
 

   Functional Play: First two years of life when infants explore objects using their 
senses such as touching, mouthing and progress to dropping and throwing. 

   Constructive Play: Children use materials to create objects and patterns. 
   Dramatic play: Children imitate the world around them through acting out different 

roles. 
 
As children learn so much through play, it is important that they have a safe 
environment in which to play, explore, experiment and express. 
When working with carers it is important to help them to value children’s play and to 
balance the need for safety and cleanliness with             the need for children to explore. 
Public spaces and planning also need to take into account children’s needs in providing 
safe and inspiring play places. 
 

Mildred Parten studied Social Play Development: 
 
➢ Solitary Play (all ages) =playing alone. 
➢ Onlooker Play (all ages) =Watching others and imitating later. 
➢ Parallel play (toddler to pre-school) =Playing beside each other, not with. 
➢ Associative play (3 years plus) =children may do something that other children are 

doing, for example run around, without cooperating or having group roles. 
➢ Cooperative play=leaders and followers in groups, roles are given to members 

and members are asked to do things. 
Egocentric behavior lessens and pro-social behaviours develop. This includes 
learning to share, wait for a turn, showing sympathy and concern for others. 

 
Generally greater maturity is associated with a greater ability for cooperative play. 
Cooperative play is also linked with greater emotional maturity and also the ability to 
communicate and negotiate. 
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Language Development: 
 

Age Communication and language 
Newborn Gives body cues and some sounds to 

indicate needs, will then escalate to 
crying if need unmet-will depend on 
response of caregiver over time. 

5 weeks to 6 months Babies start to mimic facial expressions 
and mouth movements of caregivers, 
may start to make open “cooing”, Ah 
and Ooh sounds. 

6 to 10 months Babies start to use consonants and 
babble to caregivers. Babies can start to 
use simple signs to communicate. 

10 to 12 months Babies babble with long sounds and 
expression. Babies can understand 
(receptive language) more than they 
can say (expressive language). 

12 to 18 months Babies begin to use single, recognizable 
words. Then they start to point and 
become interested in names of items, 
building a vocabulary. 

18 to 24 months Infants start to repeat words and progress 
to two, then 3-word utterances- 
telegraphic speech “Me cup” for “I want 
the cup.” 
May have difficulty with some sounds. 
Repeat words after others. 2 years to 2 years 6 months Use sentences containing only essential 
words “Katy all milk gone-more.” May be 
frustrated when communication is not 
understood or tired and upset. 

2 years 6 months to 3 years Complete sentences, with some 
grammatical errors. 

Pre-school More fluent in their speech-conversations. 
Make up their own words. 
Love chants and rhymes with repetition. 
Ideas may be faster than they can speak, 
so may stutter. Continue to learn 
grammatical rules. Understands two-part 
instructions. Comparisons-bigger, longer. 
Asks questions. 
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Erik Erikson’s (1902-1994) Psychosocial Model of Development: 
 

Timeframe Task/Conflict Psychosocial 
Development 

First year of life Trust versus mistrust Complete d e p e n d e n c y  
on the caregiver. 
Caregiver’s r e s p o n s e  
teaches the child to trust or 
mistrust others. 

1-3 years Autonomy versus shame & 
doubt. 

The child is starting to assert 
more independence. If they 
are restrained too much or 
punished too harshly, they 
will develop shame and 
doubt. 

3-6 years Initiative versus guilt. The child starts to accept 
more responsibility, wants to 
help and plan and make own 
decisions. If unable to do this, 
may feel anxious and guilty. 

6-11 years Industry versus inferiority Mastering skills and 
knowledge is important. 
The child needs to feel 
successful. Influenced by 
teachers and peers. 

12-18 years Identity versus role 
confusion 

Who am I/ Who Can I be? 
Search for identity, 
overcoming earlier conflicts, 
separate from parents and 
think about the future. If they 
can develop a clear picture of 
their own unique identity 
they can move forward-if not 
they remain confused about 
their role. 

18-30 years Intimacy versus isolation Can I Love? Forming 
intimate, loving relationships 
with partner and friends. 
Difficulty may result in 
feeling or physically being 
isolated. 

30-60 years Generativity versus 
stagnation 

Can I make my life count? 
Help younger generation 
through work, caring for 
family, develop and lead 
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  useful life. 

60-80 years Integrity versus despair Is it OK to have been me? 
Reflection about past-if 
positive c o n t r i b u t i o n -feel 
integrity, if not, sense of 
despair. 

Late 80s on Despair versus hope and 
faith 

Face new sense of self over 
failing bodies and need for 
care-despair vs new sense 
of wisdom. 

 
Erikson identified important tasks that individuals need to work through at each stage 
that also influence their future growth and development. How caregivers and significant 
others respond to individuals can support healthy growth and development or result in 
conflict within and around the individual. 
 

         Think about how this might apply: 
For example, if a parent of a baby is warm and responsive when the 
baby signals they are hungry, tired or uncomfortable-what may they learn? 
 
If a parent ignores the baby consistently or becomes angry and frustrated when they 
signal, they are hungry, tired or uncomfortable- what may they learn? 
 
If a toddler is given child-sized implements to help adults, for example a small broom, or 
allowed to help with rinsing some dishes, what may they learn? 
 
If a toddler is consistently told “No” they can’t touch or help, what may they feel? 
 
If a pre-school child starts to choose one of two outfits to wear and gets themselves 
dressed, how may they feel about themselves? 
 
If a pre-school child is told they have to wear what their carer says, and the carer is 
impatient and dresses them instead of teaching and helping what may the child learn? 
 
If a school-aged child struggles with school-work, finds reading, writing and or maths 
difficult and does not have any other skills such as sport or art or music, what may they 
feel in themselves? 
 
If a school-aged child is confident in reading, writing and maths, or has areas such as 
sport, art or music where they can do well, how may they feel in themselves? 
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If a school-aged child is told by a parent or teacher that they are stupid, good-for-
nothing how may they feel about themselves? 
 
If a school-aged child is being bullied by peers, how may they feel about themselves? 
 
If a teen is able to start making bigger decisions and move to independence with their 
carers’ support, how may they feel about themselves? 
 
If a teen is unsupported by carers and coerced into obedience and doing as the carers 
say through financial means or social/emotional pressure, how may they feel about 
themselves? 
 
If a young adult is able to find a supportive partner and have social connections through 
study, work and leisure interests, how may they feel about themselves? 
 
If a young adult experiences rejection, or is in an unhealthy relationship where they may 
be isolated from others, such as in domestic violence situations, how may they feel about 
themselves? 
 
If a mature adult suffers a relationship breakdown, loses or strongly dislikes their job or 
has an illness or accident impacting on their ability to care for themselves and their 
family, how may they feel? 
 
If a mature adult has satisfaction through work, family and connections with the 
community, how may they feel? 
 
See feedback in Answers to Activities Section. 
 
Different cultures may have different norms and expectations- collectivist cultures may 
have cultural expectations of obedience and may put less emphasis on independence. 
 
However, sometimes there are generational differences and times when children come 
into contact with individualistic cultures where independence is highly valued, which 
can result in conflict for the child in working out what their own values will be.  
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Sexual Development: 
 
Sexual Development is a complex area, which covers physical, emotional, social, and 
cognitive areas. 
 

0-5 years 5-9 years 10-13 years 14-17 years 
Comfort in 
being naked 
(without 
clothes). 

Increased 
sense of 
privacy about 
bodies. 

Growing need for 
privacy. 

Need for privacy. 

Body touching 
and holding 
down genitals. 

Body touching 
and holding 
down genitals. 

Hugging, kissing, 
touching with 
known peers. 

Interest and/or 
participation in a 
one-on-one 
relationship with 
someone of the 
same or other sex. 

Interest in 
body parts and 
what they do. 

Use of mobile 
phones and 
internet in 
relationships 
with known 
family and 
peers. 

Safe use of mobile 
phone and internet 
with known peers. 

Use of mobile 
phones and 
internet in 
relationships with 
peers. 

Touching 
genitals 
without being 
aware-
masturbation. 

Masturbation, 
usually with 
awareness of 
privacy. 

Masturbation in 
private. 

Masturbation in 
private. 

Wanting to 
touch known 
children’s 
genitals during 
body bathing, 
going to toilet, 
or play-
curiosity about 
girls and boys. 

Curiosity about 
other 
children’s 
genitals. 

Curiosity and 
seeking 
information about 
sexuality. 

Accessing 
information about 
sexuality. 

Games—
playing 
“doctors and 
nurses”, 
“show me 
yours, show 
you mine”. 

Telling stories, 
asking 
questions, 
using swear 
words, ‘toilet 
words’ or 
words for 

Exhibitionism 
amongst same age 
peers within the 
context of play. 

Sexually explicit 
mutual 
conversations 
and/or use of 
humor/obscenities 
with peers. 
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private parts. 
Asking about 
or wanting to 
touch familiar 
adults’ 
breasts, 
bottom or 
genitals. 

Curiosity about 
sexuality—
babies, 
gender, 
relationships, 
sexual activity. 

Interest and/or 
participation in 
boyfriend/girlfriend 
relationships with 
peers. 

Sexual activity 
with a partner of 
similar age and 
developmental 
ability (ability to 
consent must be 
considered). 

 
Characteristics of normal sexual behaviours in children are: 

 
��Behaviours are mutual and consenting. 
��Interactions are spontaneous and curious. 
��Interactions are light-hearted and children are easily diverted.   
��Interactions are amongst equals in terms of age, size and ability.  
��Interactions are linked with wanting to understand and gather 
information and is balanced with curiosity about other parts of life. 

��There are opportunities for carers to talk, explain and support children in 
balancing their curiosity with social conventions and respect for others. 

 
It is important to allow children to know it is ok to ask questions about their bodies. It is 
also important to let them know that parts of their bodies are private and nobody 
should touch those parts without their consent. 
 
It is good to let children know it is ok to come to an adult they know they can trust if they 
are worried, or if someone does something to them that makes them feel 
uncomfortable. 
 
It is also important to be aware if children are acting in a way that is concerning. If you 
are worried about a child, you can talk to them firstly to see if they are worried or 
stressed about something. 
 
Have they been exposed to a movie, TV program or internet material showing sexual 
material that is not appropriate? 
 
Otherwise it is advisable to seek professional help. 
 
An understanding of moral development is also helpful in looking at behaviour 
management-what may guide an individual’s behaviour at various stages of life. 
 
Lawrence Kohlberg studied stages of moral development and how moral reasoning 
develops. 
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Kohlberg’s Stages of Moral Judgement: 
 
Pre-conventional Morality: Stages 1 & 2 
 

Stage 1 Obedience or 
punishment 
o r i e n t a t i o n  

Rules are seen as being 
fixed and absolute. 
Obeying rules is 
important because it 
means avoiding 
punishment. 

Stage 2 Self-interest o r i e n t a t i o n  Decisions based on 
“What is in it for me?” 
Room for negotiation-if I 
do what this person asks 
me, they will reward me, 
so I will do it. 

 
 
Conventional Morality: Stages 3 & 4 
 

Stage 3 Social Conformity Most individuals have 
developed to this stage 
by adolescence. Living up 
to social expectations 
and norms-oriented to 
approval and 
helping/pleasing o t h e r s . 
‘Good boy/good girl’. 

Stage 4 Law & Order Orientation Usually reached by 
adulthood-consider 
society as a whole when 
reaching j u d g e m e n t s . 
Focus is on maintaining 
law and order by 
following rules, doing 
one’s duty and 
respecting authority. 

 
  



	
	

	
	

	
         

Human Development Theories 
© ACWA/CCWT 2016	

	
	
	

39 

Post-conventional Morality: Stages 5 & 6 
 

Stage 5 Social Contract 
Orientation 

Understanding of laws as 
a social contract based 
on majority decision and 
compromise. May break 
rules if inconsistent with 
personal values. 

 
May argue for laws to be 
changed if they are not 
perceived to be working. 

Stage 6 Universal 
Ethics 
Orientation 

Abstract reasoning and 
ability to put one’s self in 
the position of another. A 
principled c o n s c i e n c e -
will choose to follow 
universal ethical principles 
regardless of official laws 
and rules. 

 
 
Putting all these theories together, health, education and community resources have 
been developed to allow for an overall development of a child or young person in 
terms of what would be typically expected for their age. 
 
There are examples of developmental checklists at  www.community.nsw.gov.au and also 
ndcas.com. 
 

What are the actions you could take if you are concerned about a child’s 
development? 
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It is also important to think about Maslow’s Hierarchy of Need when working with 
children, families and individuals. 
 
This is shown in the diagram below and shows how, as humans, we need to have our 
basic needs met before before we can aspire to being social, experiencing a positive 
sense of themselves and being self-motivated. 
 
It is possible to overcome hardship and deprivation-communities do face hardships 
together of hunger and lack of shelter through human and natural disasters. 
 
Circumstances can overwhelm, through sheer amount or complexity of change. 
 
Providing children and young people with the essentials helps them to heal and grow 
physically, emotionally and cognitively. 
 
 

 
 
 
  

Association for Children’s Welfare Training (ACWA)/Centre for Community Welfare Training (CCWT)  
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Erik Erikson’s Psychosocial Model of Development: 
 
Think about how this might apply: 
 
If a parent of a baby is warm and responsive when the baby signals they are hungry, 
tired or uncomfortable the baby will learn to trust that their carer can meet their needs 
and that their communication is effective. 
 
If a parent ignores a baby consistently or becomes angry and frustrated when they 
signal they are hungry, tired or uncomfortable the baby may learn that they cannot 
trust their caregiver and that communicating is not effective as it either gets no 
response or increases danger for them. 
 
If a toddler is given child-sized implements to help adults, for example a small broom, or 
allowed to help with rinsing some dishes they will learn that they can do some tasks for 
themselves and have a sense of pride. 
 
If a toddler is consistently told “No” they can’t touch or help or is punished harshly for 
spills and mistakes they may feel a sense of shame and doubt their own ability to do 
things competently. 
 
If a pre-school child starts to choose one of two outfits to wear and gets themselves 
dressed, they will feel a sense of initiative and confidence in their ability to make 
choices. 
 
If a pre-school child is told they have to wear what their carer says, and the carer is 
impatient and dresses them instead of teaching and helping they may learn to feel 
anxious when faced with choices and guilty if they make a choice different to the carer. 
 
If a school-aged child struggles with school work, finds reading, writing and or maths 
difficult and does not have any other skills such as sport or art or music they may feel a 
sense of inferiority and may give up on trying or may become involved in anti-social 
activities either to avoid situations or to gain the respect of an anti-social peer group. 
 
If a school-aged child is confident in reading, writing and maths, or has areas such as sport, 
art or music where they can do well, they will feel a sense of mastery and industry. They 
will feel competent and get positive recognition from others. 
 
If a school-aged child is told by a parent or teacher that they are stupid, good-for-nothing 

Answers to Activities 
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they may feel inferior and may give up or potentially be involved in anti-social behavior that 
acts out how they feel. 
 
If a school-aged child is being bullied by peers they may feel inferior and lose 
confidence, experience anxiety and health problems, and have their learning adversely 
affected. 
 
If a teen is able to start making bigger decisions and move to independence with their 
carers’ support, they will start to develop a clearer idea of themselves, their identity 
and what they can do. 
 
If a teen is unsupported by carers and coerced into obedience and doing as the carers 
say through financial means or social/emotional pressure they may experience role 
confusion and tensions between who they feel they are and who they are expected to 
be by carers. They may rebel or may conform and then be vulnerable to being 
controlled by others in the future, or may adopt controlling behaviour themselves 
towards others. 
 
If a young adult is able to find a supportive partner and have social connections through 
study, work and leisure interests they will develop a positive sense of their ability to 
love and be loved and intimacy. 
 
If a young adult experiences rejection, or is in an unhealthy relationship where they may 
be isolated from others, such as in domestic violence situations, they may experience 
physical and/or emotional isolation. 
 
If a mature adult suffers a relationship breakdown, loses or strongly dislikes their job or 
has an illness or accident impacting on their ability to care for themselves and their 
family they may feel a sense of lack of contribution, stagnation and being a burden to 
others. 
 
If a mature adult has satisfaction through work, family and connections with the 
community they will feel a sense of contribution. 
 
What are the actions you could take if you are concerned about a child’s 
development? 
 

• Talk with a general practitioner. 
• Talk with Family and Child Health staff. 
• Talk with childcare/pre-school. 
• Ask for referrals to appropriate professionals—such as a pediatrician or child 

psychologist. 
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Resources: 
• http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_detailpage&v=r 

F7jKjZV7OA 
- 2009 -Child Development Theorists from Freud to Erikson- Biophily. Thorough 

overview of main child development theorists well explained. 
• http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AoisqOGQIVE&feature=play 

er_detailpage&list=PLC9B43906F65EFFC4 
- Fetal Development DVD Clip. 

• “A Basic Introduction to Child Development Theories” 
- Centre for Learning Innovation State of NSW, Department of Education and 

Training, 2006 
• “Development Checklist” 

- www.community.nsw.gov.au 
• “Watching your child grow” Resource 

- Narrabri and District Community Aid Service Inc. 
- www.ndcas.com 

• “Sexual Behaviours in Children and Young People” 
- www.fpq.com.au 

• “Theories of Development” Thomas L. Crandell, Corinne Haines 
Crandell-Broome Community College, James W. VanderZanden, Ohio State 
University. 

• “Kohlberg’s Stages of moral Development” 
www.usefulcharts.com 

• “How Early Experiences Get Into the Body: A Biodevelopmental Framework”. 
Center on the Developing Child, Harvard University, 
www.developingchild.harvard.edu 

• “Critical or Sensitive Stages in Human Prenatal Development” 
www.scitechlab.wordpress.com 

• “The Cambridge Encyclopedia of Human Development”. 
• Normal Stages of Human Development (Birth-5 years) 

www.childdevelopmentinfo.com 
• Raising Children Network www.raisingchildren.net.au 
• www.aussiechildcarenetwork.com 
• www.zerotothree.org 
• www.pbs.org 
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