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Overview

In a way, developmental psychology is the most comprehensive topic
psychologists attempt to research. Developmental psychologists study how our
behaviors and thoughts change over our entire lives, from birth to death (or
conception to cremation). Consequently, developmental psychology involves
many concepts traditionally included in other areas of psychology. For example,
both personality researchers and developmental psychologists closely examine
identical twins for personality similarities and differences. Some psychologists
consider development psychology to be an applied, rather than pure, research
topic. That is, developmental psychologists apply research from other areas of
psychology to special topics involving maturation.

One way to organize the information included in the developmental psychology-
section is to think about one of the basic controversies: nature versus nurture. This
chapter discusses influences on development from nature (genetic factors) first
and then moves on to theories about nurture (environmental factors).

Research Methods

Studies in developmental psychology are usually either cross-sectional or
longitudinal. Cross-sectional research uses participants of different ages to
compare how certain variables may change over the life span. For example, a
developmental researcher might be interested in how our ability to recall
nonsense words changes as we age. The researcher might choose participants
from different age groups, say 5-10, 10-20, 20-30, 30—40, and test the recall of a
list of nonsense words in each group. Cross-sectional research.can produce quick
results, but researchers must be careful to avoid the effects of historical events
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136 CHAPTER 9: DEVELOPMENTAL PSYCHOLOGY

and cultural trends. For example, the 30—40-year-old participant group described
in the study above might have had a very different experience in school than the
5~10-year-olds are having. Perhaps memorization was emphasized in school for
one group and not another. When the researcher examines the results, she or he
might not know if the differences in recall between groups are due to age or
different styles of education. '

Longitudinal research takes place over a long period of time. Instead of
sampling from various age groups as in cross-sectional research, a longitudinal
study examines one group of participants over time. For example, a
developmental researcher might study how a group of mentally challenged
children progress in their ability to learn skills. The researcher would gather the
participants and test them at various intervals of their lives (for example, every
three years). Longitudinal studies have the advantage of precisely measuring the
effects of development on a specific group. However, they are obviously time
consuming, and the results can take years or decades to develop.

Prenatal Influences on Development

Genetics

Teratogens

In the chapter about biological influences on behavior, you reviewed basic
information about how hereditary traits are passed on from parents to their
children (see page 43 for a review). Many developmental psychologists investigate

how our genes influence our development. Specifically, researchers might look at’

identical twins in order to determine which traits are most influenced by genetic
factors (for example, review the information about the Bouchard twin study on
page 43). Our genes also help determine what abilities we are born with, such as
our reflexes and our process of developing motor skills.

Most prenatal influences on our development are strictly genetic (nature) in
origin. However, the environment can also have profound influences on us before
we are born. Certain chemicals or agents (called teratogens) can cause harm if
ingested or contracted by the mother. The placenta can filter out many potentially
harmful substances, but teratogens pass through this barrier and can affect the
fetus in profound ways. One of the most common teratogens is alcohol. Even
small amounts of alcohol can change the way the fetal brain develops. Children
of alcoholic mothers who drink heavily during pregnancy are at high risk for fetal
alcohol syndrome (FAS). Children born with FAS have small, malformed skulls
and mental retardation. Researchers are also investigating a less severe effect of
moderate drinking during pregnancy, fetal alcohol effect. These children typically
do not show all the symptoms of FAS but may have specific developmental
problems later in life, such as learning disabilities or behavioral problems.
Alcohol is certainly not the only teratogen. Other psychoactive drugs, like
cocaine and heroin, can cause newborns to share their parent’s physical drug
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in foods. Preferences in tastes and smells will change as we develop (we might
learn to like the smell of fish or hate it), but babies are born with the basic
preferences in place. Babies’ vision is different than ours in important ways,
however. Sight becomes our dominant sense as we age, but when we are born,
hearing is the dominant sense due to babies’ poor vision. Babies are born almost
legally blind. They can see well 8-12 inches in front of them, but everything
beyond that range is a blur. Their vision improves quickly as they age, improving
to normal vision (barring any vision problems) by the time they are about 12
months old. In addition, babies are born with certain visual preferences. Babies
like to look at faces and facelike objects (symmetrical objects and shapes
organized in an imitation of a face) more than any other objects. This preference
and their ability to focus about 12 inches in front of them make babies well
equipped to see their mother as soon as they are born.

Motor Development

Parenting

Barring developmental difficulties, all humans develop the same basic motor
skills in the same sequence, although the age we develop them may differ from
person to person. Our motor control develops as neurons in our brain connect
with one another and become myelinated (see page 31 for a review of neural
anatomy). Research shows that most babies can roll over when they are about 5-
1/2 months old, stand at about 8-9 months, and walk by themselves after about
15 months. These ages are very approximate and apply to babies all over the
world. While environment and parental encouragement may have some effect on
motor skills, the effect is slight.

Attachment Theory

Harry Harlow

The influences discussed so far in this chapter have mostly been genetic or
prenatal in nature. After birth, uncountable environmental influences begin to
affect how we develop. Certainly one of the most important aspects of babies’
early environment is the relationship between parent(s) and child. Some
researchers focus on how attachment, or the reciprocal relationship between
parent and child, affects development. Two significant researchers in this area
demonstrate some of the basic findings regarding attachment.

In the 1950s, researcher Harry Harlow raised baby monkeys with two artificial
wire frame figures made to resemble mother monkeys. One mother figure was
fitted with a bottle the infant could eat from, and the other was wrapped in a soft
material. Harlow found that infant monkeys when frightened preferred the soft
mother figure even over the figure that they fed from. When the infants were
surprised or stressed, they fled to the soft mother for comfort and protection.
Harlow’s studies demonstrated the importance of physical comfort in the




















































