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1B DIPLOMA PSYCHOLOGY:

DEVELOPMENTAL PSYCHOLOGY: INTRODUCTION

Developmental Psychology is concerned with the ways in which human beings acquire particular skills,
how they learn to relate to each other and the world, and how external forces may influence their
development. Key topics in this option include the way in which children’s brains develop; how their peers
affect that development; the role that attachment to a caregiver plays in future development, and how
children cope with traumatic early experiences.

Our study of this approach is divided into three topics:
= Developing as a Learner
= Influences on Cognitive and Social Development
=  Developing an Identity

Influences on cognitive and social development

Developing as
“aleamner
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PART 1: DEVELOPING AS A LEARNER

Part 1A: Brain development - Discuss how brain development contributes to developing as a learner.

Part 1B: Cognitive development - Contrast two theories of cognitive development.

PART 1A: BRAIN DEVELOPMENT

Key Question: Discuss how brain development contributes

to developing as a learner.

Human beings are born with an amazing capacity to respond to their
environment. Our brains are hard-wired to take in the ever-changing
array of stimuli that surrounds us and which assaults our senses on a
daily basis. Neural pruning is the process carried out in the brain to
increase its efficiency: neurons and synaptic connections that are no
longer used are eliminated. Meanwhile, neural branching
strengthens the brain and extends the network of synapses within it
in much the same way as muscles are strengthened by repeated
exercise. Brain development can be directly linked to the
development of higher-order cognitive functioning, with evidence
showing that the first areas of the brain to mature are those related
to the most basic of functions: e.g. movement and senses. Areas of the brain associated with more mature
cognitive functions such as decision-making, reflection and planning develop later so it is possible to see
the connection between the developing brain and the ways in which human beings develop as learners.

Key Study: Gotgay et al. (2004)

Aim: To chart brain development from 4 to 21 years old.

Method: The participants were 13 healthy children and teenagers from the USA. Every two years
throughout the study’s duration (10 years per child) the children were scanned using magnetic resonance
imaging (MRI) technology permitting the researchers to collect several years’ worth of brain development
scanning in total. Neural branching was evident as the volume of grey matter increased with age in areas
that are linked to cognitive and functional milestones in human development.

Results: The first areas of the brain to mature were those associated with the most basic of functions,
such as the motor cortex, which controls voluntary movements. Maturity moved in a back-to-front
direction in the brain. Areas that involve spatial orientation and language were the next to develop in the
parietal lobes. Areas with more advanced and sophisticated cognitive functioning in the prefrontal cortex
develop last, at some point in a person’s early 20s.

The MRI also highlighted sustained loss of the brain’s grey matter (neural pruning), starting around
puberty.

Conclusion: The brain and the higher order cognitive functioning linked to developing as a learner do not
fully develop until young adulthood. In terms of cognitive development, this gradual maturing of the brain
can be seen in the more spontaneous, impulsive and uninhibited behaviour of very young children
compared to the more reasoned responses of adults. A fully developed prefrontal cortex enables a person
to reflect on a situation and be able to inhibit their impulsive, emotional responses. More reasoned
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thought is possible with a mature prefrontal cortex, which goes some way towards explaining
development as a learner.

The exact process underlying the grey matter loss is unknown. Cerebral white matter increases in the first
four decades, along with increased myelination (insulation) of the axons, and may partially explain the
observed grey matter loss.

Evaluatlon of Gotgay et al. (2004)

STRENGTHS: The use of a longitudinal design in this study means that the researchers were able to
track changes over time which increases the internal validity of the research. Using MRI scans to
measure brain development is a reliable way of analysing the volume of grey matter in the brain
because it eliminates researcher bias in the process of data collection and it is a precise and clinical
method. The findings of the research (that the brain develops from the basic to more sophisticated
areas) is supported by the results of other studies (e.g. Huttenlocher, 1984) which gives the results
concurrent validity.

= LIMITATIONS: The use of such an objective, clinical methodology means that the study lacks ecological
validity and explanatory power: it is not clear why the different areas of the brain develop according to
the study’s findings, only that they appear to follow the same pattern. The ways in which the
participants of the study functioned as learners was not measured, so it is unclear how cognitively able
they were when compared to their brain development. The sample itself is extremely small (13) so the
results are not robust enough to draw general conclusions about how human brains develop —this
could, in fact, have been an anomalous sample. The sample demographic also limits the
generalisability, potentially reducing its capacity to explain possible cross-cultural differences in brain
development.

What are the possible applications of these findings? The findings of Gotgay et al. (2004) could be used
to check for signs of developmental delay in young children. For example, if a child is slow to walk, talk,
read etc., then this could be investigated using brain imaging to see if their brain is undeveloped in the
regions associated with such functions.

How might abuse and neglect impact brain development and development as a learner? An upbringing
that includes loving care from adults, a healthy diet, plenty of stimulation and one-to-one attention is
thought to contribute positively to brain development, preparing a child to flourish as a learner. This is an
example of an interaction between biological and sociocultural explanations for brain development.
Children who are maltreated either through abuse or neglect are at a disadvantage when compared to
children who have not been maltreated: research has shown that these children suffer delays or lapses in
brain development which in turn can lead to cognitive deficits. Specifically, research in this field shows
that children who have been maltreated tend to show signs of impaired cognitive function evidenced by
underperformance of the prefrontal cortex. Executive functions are governed by the prefrontal cortex:
e.g. regulation of emotions; problem solving; sustained mental activity. Child abuse experiences, including
neglect, may cause delays or deficits in a child's ability to achieve age-appropriate behavioural, cognitive
and emotional regulation and thus lead to problems in their development as a learner.
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Key study: De Bellis et al. (1999)

Aim: To investigate whether or not the brain structure and development of maltreated and neglected
children differed to that of normal children.

Method: 44 maltreated and neglected children and adolescents were compared to a control group of 61
normal children. The participants were given comprehensive psychiatric and neuropsychological
assessments and magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) brain scans. The participants also completed
guestionnaires which measured their depression and their sense of self; and, to measure cognitive
functioning, a range of other tests, including ones to test 1Q level.

Results: Specific brain areas of the maltreated children were found to be significantly smaller than those
of the control group, e.g. corpus callosum, middle and poster regions; and they had significantly less grey
matter in their prefrontal cortex. The neglected and abused children had a 7-8% lower intracranial and
cerebral volume of grey and white matter than the control group. There were also deficiencies in the
corpus callosum of the neglected children - an area of the brain responsible for connecting the two
hemispheres and communicating between them. The cognitive consequences of such brain deficiencies
are likely to be a delay in processing information and in making synaptic connections: e.g. as might be
seen in problem-solving or decision-making. The maltreated children scored higher on depression and 17
of them reported having attempted suicide compared to none of the normal children.

Conclusion: The results suggest that the overwhelming stress of maltreatment and neglect in childhood is
associated with adverse brain development and subsequent cognitive impairment.

Evaluatlon of De Bellis et al. (1999)

STRENGTHS: This is a highly controlled clinical method of obtaining data, which means that the data
are likely to be objective, thus increasing the reliability of the results. The use of standardised
guestionnaires that are replicable not only adds to the reliability of the study but it enhances validity
because of the study’s triangulation of method and data. The use of a control group means that the
results are easy to compare so that the specific brain areas associated with maltreatment can be
identified clearly and their link to cognitive functioning is then fairly simple to establish, reflected in
this study by the 1Q scores which showed a strong positive correlation to volume of grey matter in the
prefrontal cortex.

= LIMITATIONS: De Bellis et al.’s study only provided correlational data, which means that they were
unable to establish a cause-and-effect conclusion regarding the effect of maltreatment on brain
development and cognitive functioning. Their use of questionnaires and IQ testing lacks ecological
validity because they do not provide insight into how children regulate their emotions or use their
intelligence in an everyday setting. There is also the possibility that the children were susceptible to
social desirability bias or response bias in the way that they answered the questions.

Could this study be accused of perpetuating the maltreatment of the children? There are ethical
dilemmas inherent in investigating the impact of abuse and neglect on children which researchers should
be sensitive to. By focusing on the children’s negative experiences and asking questions about depression
and suicide the researchers were continually reminding the children of traumatic and unpleasant events in
their lives and, by association, possibly worsening an already negative situation. The issue of how to
conduct research in this area is beset with problems, so it is vital that researchers consider the possible
negative consequences of studies into child maltreatment where the children themselves are the
participants —and when doing so take pains to remedy any ill effects of the research process.
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PART 2C: POVERTY/SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS

Key Question: How does poverty affect cognitive and social development?

Almost half the world — over three billion people — live on less than 52.50 a day. At least 80% of
humanity lives on less than 510 a day. More than 80 percent of the world's population live in countries
where income differentials are widening. (Global Issues website, January 7, 2013.)

These statistics highlight just some of the devastating truths about global poverty and extreme need. It is
often, but not always, the case that poverty has a detrimental effect on children because a child born into
a household which falls on or below the
poverty line will be denied some of the
more life-enhancing and enriching
experiences that more affluent families can
offer: e.g. money for treats, days out, more
time for parents to spend reading with the
child, more time to take an interest in their
schooling. Poverty impacts more than just
material possessions: it can have far-
reaching consequences for a child’s
cognitive and social development.

Key Study: Farah (2005)

Aim: To investigate brain development and cognitive performance of low socio-economic status (SES) and
middle SES children. SES is a total measure of a person’s social and economic position, based on income,
education and occupation.

Method: 30 low and 30 middle SES African American Philadelphia public school kindergarteners were
tested on a range of tasks designed to assess the functioning of five key neurocognitive systems: the visual
area; the area concerned with spatial awareness; the area governing memory; the area connected to
language, and, finally, the pre-frontal cortex which regulates emotion and decision-making (executive
functioning).

Results: The middle SES children performed better than the low SES children on all of the tasks as a whole.
The low SES children performed worse on the tasks involving language and logic/reasoning, highlighting
the deficit in their brain's language system and the pre-frontal/executive system. The disparity between
the low and the middle SES kindergarteners was both large and statistically significant.

Conclusion: Low SES can be linked to reduced cognitive performance, particularly in the areas of language
and executive functioning.

Evaluation of Farah (2005)

=  STRENGTHS: The study used standardised tests to assess which areas of the brain were being used
which in turn means that it is replicable and free of bias. The study demonstrates a link between
poverty and cognitive deficits, which could be used to inform future initiatives and intervention
programmes for families in need.

= LIMITATIONS: This is a very small sample from one city in the USA; it does not include non-African

American children, therefore it cannot be generalised beyond this demographic. There may be other
factors that account for the low SES children’s reduced cognitive functioning, such as undiagnosed
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dyslexia or other learning difficulties. The results do not explain examples of middle or high SES
children who have reduced cognitive functioning.

Does this study perpetuate racial stereotypes? Farah, the researcher behind this study, explained in an
article that she became interested in low SES and brain development after she had a baby because, at this
point in her life, she got to know her child’s babysitters who all hailed from the same kind of background:
i.e. poor, African-American with low education, few prospects and knowledge of crime/prison due to their
neighbourhood or families. Farah, a middle-class, white, educated professional might be accused of taking
one aspect of a complex topic (race) and focusing on some negative stereotypes associated with it. It
could be argued that her research is no more than ‘sight-seeing’ into lives that are a world away from her
own, possibly reinforcing existing racial stereotypes along the way. But it could also equally be argued that
research such as Farah’s is crucial in exposing the inequalities that exist in the USA and are inexorably
bound by race.

Key Study: Conger et al. (1994)

Aim: To investigate how economic stress and related problems within the family contribute to
adolescents’ developmental problems.

Method: Participants were 198 female and 180 male adolescents living with both parents in the rural
Midwest of the USA, a region in which there is a great deal of poverty and uncertainty over future
prospects. A series of interviews was conducted every year over the course of three years, covering the
adolescents’ time at school in seventh, eighth and ninth grades. Both the adolescents and their parents
were interviewed.

Results: The economic pressures experienced by the families tended to result in high levels of
unhappiness and discontent on the part of the parents. A great deal of irritability between the parents
was prevalent; and there were many reported arguments over money, triggered especially by the
adolescents asking for money to buy goods and to have a social life. Such hostile exchanges were seen to
contribute to the adolescents experiencing emotional and behavioural problems, for example, in their
relationships with peers.

Conclusion: Poverty may contribute to adolescents experiencing negative socialisation and learning
dysfunctional behaviour.

Evaluatlon of Conger et al. (1994)

STRENGTHS: The interviews recorded over three years will have resulted in a huge amount of rich,
gualitative data that provides insight and reasons for feelings, actions, etc. This means that the study’s
findings are high in external validity. This is particularly impressive given the sample size as qualitative
research is not often conducted with so many participants.

= LIMITATIONS: The downside of collecting a lot of qualitative data is that it is extremely time-
consuming to analyse and, due to the subjective nature of interviews, it could be the case that some
aspects of the participants’ responses were misunderstood or taken out of context. There is always
the possibility of social desirability bias to consider when using interviews to obtain data: participants
may wish to present themselves in the best possible light during the interview, which would affect the
validity of the findings. The sample cannot readily be generalised as it only represents the experiences
of people from rural areas of the Midwestern USA.
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Could this research be affected by confirmation bias? It is possible that Conger et al. might have over-
reported what they expected to find: that poverty breeds malcontent and socially dysfunctional
adolescents. Because interviews offer a subjective view of a topic, it may be the case that the researchers
steered their participants to over-reporting the negative aspects of their economic situation as this would
fit in with their hypothesis.

Discuss how peers and play contribute to cognitive and/or social development. [22]
‘Discuss’ means that you should offer a balanced review of the ways in which peers and play contribute to
cognitive and social development, using relevant research with good use of examples and critical thinking.

To what extent can resilience mitigate the effects of childhood trauma? [22]
This essay question is asking you to consider how successfully research on resilience can explain how it
might mitigate the effects of trauma. You will need to use relevant studies to support your argument.

Evaluate research into the effects of poverty on cognitive and social development. [22]

This question is asking you to assess the strengths and limitations of one or more studies on the effects of
poverty on cognitive and social development with the emphasis being placed on the methods used by the
researchers. You should choose the evidence that you think best supports the points you have made and
present your conclusion clearly. Alternative explanations may be used as part of the evaluation.
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APPROACHES TO RESEARCH FOR PART 2:
INFLUENCES ON COGNITIVE AND SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT

Researchers into influences on cognitive and social development use a variety of methods for
investigating this topic due to it being open to multiple avenues of enquiry.

Social psychologists often use methods, such as observation, which lack controls and are therefore less
reliable than experimental methodology. Berk et al.’s (2002) research cannot be replicated due to the
unique nature of each observational sample: i.e. each sampled episode of play was in itself a unique
event. This means that the research lacks reliability although this can be remedied to some extent by
using more than one observer (inter-rater reliability). The method does have some external validity due to
the natural setting used and the lack of manipulation by the observer; but it is also worth considering the
extent to which the observer effect might have impaired the natural behaviour of the participants.

This method provides rich, in-depth, quantitative data which can be used to track changes over time and
can also reveal a wealth of background on the topic being studied. For these reasons, the case study
method has great explanatory power; however, it cannot be replicated due to the unique experience of
the individual(s) being studied, so it lacks reliability. Werner’s (2005) longitudinal study provided great
insight into how protective factors contribute to resilience in ways that could never have been achieved
using experimental methods.

Using the interview method allows researchers to gain the in-depth and detailed insight into topics that
goes far beyond the possibilities that questionnaires offer. Conger et al. (1994) were able to uncover
connections between poverty, parental discord and adolescent behaviour problems over the course of
several years and many hours of interviews. The research disadvantages of this method of investigation
are the time it takes to analyse the interviews and that may result in some bias.

Surveys usually use questionnaires, which are a useful research tool because they can be replicated
allowing a large sample access to them (particularly true today with the use of online surveys), making
them reliable. The results of Wentzel et al. (1998) were analysed using the correlational method which
means that clear relationships between the role played by peers, parents, and motivation at school etc.,
could be plotted on a graph and the correlation coefficient calculated. Statistical analyses however,
cannot explain why such relationships might occur. There may be other reasons for apparent relationships
but as questionnaires collect mostly quantitative data they lack explanatory power.

This method looks at a range of published research on the topic of interest, reviews the findings,
methodologies and conclusions and then offers ideas and suggests ways forward based on what the
research has found. One of the main advantages of this method is that it is less time-consuming than
undertaking original research and it allows for an overview of what may be a complex and multi-layered
area, as is the case with Boyden’s (2003) work on war-zone children. This method does, however, mean
that the author has not been able to control the conditions of the original research so they cannot know
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the extent of its reliability. It is also possible that the author may look for examples of findings that reflect
their own aims/hypotheses, thus affecting the validity of those findings.

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS FOR PART 2:
INFLUENCES ON COGNITIVE AND SOGIAL DEVELOPMENT

The main ethical considerations with research into influences on cognitive and social development are
outlined below:

Anonymity is an especially important aspect of research such as that of Conger et al. (1994) in which
socially sensitive topics such as poverty and family discord were being investigated. The researchers
should approach and execute studies like these with an enhanced awareness of ethical guidelines, which
is what is apparent in this research.

The data collected needs to be kept confidential especially so that responses cannot be traced to any
named participants. This is essential when research into topics like early childhood trauma is undertaken.
All of the researchers in this section will have maintained confidentiality of data.

The participants in a lot of studies using children must gain consent from the parents of the child and from
the school, if that is where the research is taking place. This was the case with Berk et al.’s (2002) study.
The parents would need to be informed of how, when and where the research was going to proceed and
what was going to be asked of them or of their children. If children taking part in longitudinal research
reach their 16" birthday during the research period, then they would need to give their own consent at
this stage.

It is important that, given the sensitive nature of some of this research, the participants be protected from
psychological harm or distress. This is particularly important when dealing with vulnerable or traumatised
children such as the Czech twins who had already undergone extreme deprivation and trauma.
Researchers in this field must ensure that child participants are treated in a way that acknowledges that
they may get upset more easily than adults and have made provision for this.

Werner’s (2005) research was carried out over many years. It was, therefore, essential that the
participants were told clearly, and often, that they had the right to withdraw and that their data would
not be used if they so wish. This also applies to any piece of research, regardless of its duration.

Remember that ethical considerations are not the same as ethical problems. The majority of these studies

were conducted ethically, but the researchers clearly had a lot to consider when planning their studies,
carrying them out and publishing them.
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[APPROACHES TO RESEARCH AND ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS]

Discuss ethical considerations into researching the influences on cognitive and/or social development.
[22]

‘Discuss’ means that you should offer a balanced review of ethical considerations into researching the
influences on cognitive and social development using relevant evidence with good use of examples and
critical thinking.

Contrast two approaches to research used to investigate influences on cognitive and/or social
development. [22]

This question is asking you to assess the ways in which two approaches to investigating the influences on
cognitive and social development differ, e.g. in their assumptions, methodology, results and conclusions.
You will be expected to show an understanding of how each theory explains an influence or influences on
cognitive and social development. The two approaches should be contrasted throughout the essay.
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