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Historical foundation

John Locke (1632-1704) Tabula rasa

The child is to begin with nothing at all, their characters are shaped by
experience. Development is continuous. The importance of nurture

Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) Noble savages

The child is naturally endowed with a sense of right and wrong and with an 
innate plan for orderly, healthy growth. Development in stages and according to 
maturation



Life-span development

After Baltes et al., 1980



“A person develops along a web of multiple strands 
and different people develop along different pathways 
or webs.” Ayoub & Fischer, 2005



Major periods of child development

Prenatal – conception to birth

Infancy and toddlerhood - birth - 2 years
Dramatic changes in the body and barin support the emergence of a wide array of motor, 
perceptual and intellectual capacities and first intimate ties to other.

Early childhood - 2-6 years
During the ”play years”, motor skills are refined, thought and language expand, sense of morality
is evident, and children begin to establish ties to peers.

Middle childhood - 6-11 years
The school years are marked by advances in athletic abilities, logical thought processes, basic
literacy skills, understanding of self, morality, and friendship, and peer-group membership.

Berk, 2006
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The brain reaches 90% of its adult weight by the end of  early childhood



The neuron



The context of human development

Macrosystem
E.g. Government policy

Exosystem
e.g. parents’ conditions of employment

Mesosystem

Home 
micro system

School 
micro system

Brofenbrenner, 1979



Influence of the parent’s childhood travel

 

1
2
3
4
5
6
7

Never
chauffeured
Sometimes
chauffeured

1

2

3

Never
chauffeured
Sometimes
chauffeured

 Attitude towards motorised transport 
for child’s trips

Level of motorised transport to 
child’s leisure activities

p=.002
p=.007

Johansson, 2004



The environmental psychological perspective

Johansson, 2006



Motor development

Gross motor development

Fine motor development



Motor skills in infancy and toddlerhood

Walks on tiptoe25 months

Jumps in place23 months

Walks up stairs with help16 months

Scribbles vigorously14 months

Stands alone, walks alone, build tower of two cubes11 months

Plays pat-a-cake9 months

Pulls to stand8 months

Sits alone, crawls7 months

Rolls from back to side4 months

Grasps cube3 months

When prone, lifts self by arms2 months

When held upright, holds head erect and steady6 weeks

Motor skillAverage age 
achieved

After Berk, 2006



Visual perception in infancy

Perception of

• Depth
• Pattern
• Faces

After Johnson, 1999; Mondloch et al., 1999



Visual experience of toys studied by head camera

Yoshida & Smith, 2008

The information in the visual learning environment is 
structured by the child’s own action. As infants finger, 
rotate, and bang objects, they generate rich multimodal 
information.



Motor skills 2-6 years

Uses knife to cut soft food. Ties shoes.
Draws person with six parts
Copies some numbers and simple words.

Increases running speed. Gallops
smoothly. True skipping. Mature throwing
and catching patterns. Ride bicycle with
training wheels.

5-6 years

Uses fork effectively. Cuts with scissors
following line. Copies triangle, cross and
some letters

Walks downstairs alternating feet. Runs
smoothly. Gallops and skips with one foot.
Throws ball with increase body rotation
and transfer of weight on feet. Catches
ball with hands. Rides tricycle rapidly
steers with smoothly.

4-5 years

Fastens and unfastens large buttons.
Serves self food without assistance. Uses
scissors. Copies vertical line and circle.
Draws first picture of person, using tadpole
image.

Walks up stairs alternating feet, and 
downstairs leading with one foot. Jumps
and hops, flexing upper body. Throws and
catches with slight involvement of upper
body, still catches by trapping ball against
chest. Pedals and steers tricycle.

3-4 years

Puts on and removes simple items of
clothing. Zips and unzips large zippers.
Uses spoon effectively.

Walks rhythmically, hurried walk changes
to run, jumps, hops, throws and catches,
pushes riding toy with feet, little steering.

2-3 years

Fine motor skillsGross motor skillsAge

After Berk, 2006





Cognitive development

Schemata

Adaptation
Assimilation            
Accommodation

Organization

Critique:
The scientific rigor 
The context of the tasks
The stages stretched

Jean Piaget 1896-1980



The stages of intellectual development

Abstract reasoning begins. The child can now manipulate the ideas in 
her mind as well as actual objects and people; she can speculate
about the possible; she is able to reason deductively, and 
formulate and test hypotheses.

More gradual and haphazard, limited to certain domains

12Formal operational

The child understands conservation of mass, length, weight and 
volume; she can more easily take the perspective of others; can 
classify and order, as well as organize objects into series. The
child is still tied to the immediate experience but within these
limitations can perform logical mental operations.

fairly accurate

7-12Concrete operational

Through the symbolic use of language and intuitive problem-solving, 
the child begins to understand about classification of objects. But 
children’s thinking is characterized by egocentrism, focusing on 
just one aspect of a task and lack of operations like 
compensation and reversibility. By the end of this stage, children 
can take another’s perspective and can understand the 
conservation of number.

underestimation

2-7

<4 

>4

Pre-operational

The preconceptual period
Animist
Egocentrism

The intuitive period
Unaware of underlying
principles

The baby knows about the world through actions and sensory 
information. She learns to differentiate herself from the 
environment, the child begins to understand causality in time and 
space, and the capacity to form internal mental representations 
emerges.

underestimation

0-2Sensori-motor

CharacteristicsAge yrsStage



Information processing

Attention

Memory

Categorization

Problem solving



Executive functioning –
development of the brain

Cognitive processes that are necessary for
purposeful,future-oriented behaviour:

• Regulation of attention
• Inhibition of inappropriate responses
• Coordination of information in working memory
• Capacities to organize, sequence, and plan adaptive 

behaviour

Welsh et al., 2009



Beyond Piaget: Understanding of concepts

• Children's use concepts to expand knowledge by means of 
inductive inferences and causal reasoning but could also 
contribute to stereotyping.

• Children's early concepts are not necessarily concrete or 
perceptually based. Even preschool children are capable of 
reasoning about non-obvious, subtle, and abstract concepts.
Ex. germs

• Children's concepts are not uniform across content areas, across
individuals, across tasks, or across cultures. 
Ex. child experts, language training.



Cognitive attainments of infancy and 
toddlerhood

Deferred imitations of actions an adult tries to produce, again indicating a capacity to
infer others’ intentions of everyday behaviours in make-believe play.

18 months – 2 years

Deferred imitation of an adult’s novel action on a object over a long delay and across
a change in situation, rational imitation taking into account the model’s intention

12-18 months

Ability to search for a hidden object when covered by a cloth. Ability to solve
sensorimotor problems by analogy to previous problem

8-12 months

Improved physical knowledge and basic numerical knowledge, deferred imitation of an
adult’s novel actions on objects over short delay

4-8 months

Awareness of object properties, including object permanence, and gravity, deferred
imitation of an adult’s facial expression over a short delay

1-4 months

Secondary circular reactions using limited motor skills, such as sucking a nipple to
gain access to interesting sights and sounds

Birth  - 1 month

Cognitive attainmentAge

After Berk, 2006





Cognitive attainments of early childhood

Becomes increasingly aware that make-believe are representational activities.
Replaces magical beliefs (e.g. fairies) with plausible explanation.
Solves verbal appearance-reality problems, signifying a more secure understanding.

4-7 years

Dramatic increase in representational activity as reflected in language, make-believe 
play, drawing, and understanding of dual-representation.

Takes the perspective of others in simplified and familiar situations and in everyday 
face-to-face communication.

Distinguishes animate beings from inanimate objects.
Grasps conservation, notices transformations, reverse thinking, and understand many 

cause-and-effect relationships in familiar contexts.
Categorizes objects on the basis of common function and behaviour and devises 

ideas about underlying characteristics that category members share.
Sorts familiar objects into hierarchically organised categories.
Distinguishes appearance of reality

2-4 years

Cognitive attainmentAge

After Berk, 2006



From 0 to 10,000 words in 6 years

Getting ready
Cooing and babbling
Joint attention
Give-and-take
Preverbal gestures

First words
Underextension
Overextension
Telegraphic speech

Emergent literacy
Read memorized stories
Invented spelling



Early literacy accomplishments

Produces invented
spelling and some
conventional spelling.

“Writes” lists, thank you 
names etc as part of play.

Produce letter like forms 
and scribbles.

Writing

Reads some words by
sight, trade familiar texts
using print and pictures.

Recognizes some words 
e.g. STOP.

Label objects in books.Reading

Recognize all upper- and
lower- case letters.

Recognize +/- 10 letters 
including own name.

Name and few letters and 
numbers.

Print recognition

Can identify and produce
sound based similarities
in initial sound rhymes.

Attends to beginning 
sounds and rhymes in
words.

Enjoy rhymes and
nonsense words.

Phonological awareness

Knows parts of books and 
their functions.

Distinguishes print from 
pictures in books.

Recognize specific book 
cover.

Literacy concepts

4-6 years3-4 yearsBirth-3 yearsDomain

After Snow, 2005





Zone of proximal development

Vygotsky



Theory of Mind - TOM

• The capacity to make inferences about others' mental 
states, such as intentions, emotions, desires, and beliefs. 

• Over time, children come to realize that their mental activity 
is not obvious to another person. They use their 
information about mental states to interpret behaviour in 
others and to regulate social interactions 

Barr, 2005



Development of social competence

• Parents- child interaction

• Family relationships

• Culture, socialization, 
and social competence 

• Sibling relationships

• Socialization with peers



Attachment

The strong affectionate tie we have with special people in our lives
that leads us to feel pleasure when we interact with them and to be 
comforted by their nearness in times of stress.

Preattachment phase (birth to 6 weeks)
Attachment-in-the-making phase (6 weeks to 6-8 months)
Clear cut attachment phase 6-8 months to 18 months, separtion anxiety
Formation of reciprocal relationship 18 months to 2 years

Bowlby, 1980



Terrycloth versus wire-mesh mother



Phases of social development

I  Infancy: understanding intentionality – the role of imitation 
and joint visual attention.

II Toddlerhood: understanding desire and pretend play

III About three years: emerging understanding of knowledge 
and belief.

IV About four years: understanding of the false belief task

V Five years +:  second- and third-order representations

After Barr, 2005



False-belief-task

(Wimmer & Perner, 1983).

Unexpected content task



The power of play

• Non-social activity  - solitary play
• Parallel play
• Associative play
• Co-operative play – make believe / pretend play

Children playing ”as if” and using an imaginary approach to play

Social competence and 
involvement in classroom
Uren & Stagnitti, 2009



The outdoor environment invites to pretend play

Photos: Fredrika Mårtensson



The environmental characters develop the play

Photos: Fredrika Mårtensson



Playing with boys provides different opportunities 
and experiences than playing with girls. 

Boys
• groups are larger, and they tend to play in more public places with less 

proximity to, and supervision from, adults.
• play  tends to be rougher and more active and it more often involves 

physical contact, fighting, and taunting. “rough and tumble”
• quickly establish a hierarchical pecking order, and this order tends to 

remain stable over time .
Girls
• hierarchies are more fluid and less stable. 
• often emphasize cooperation and verbal interaction among play partners 

and use enabling forms of communication that promote group harmony. 
• are more likely to select activities that are adult-structured and that are 

governed by strict social rules.

Fabes et al., 2005



Broberg & Kyttä, 2008

Environments affording independent play/mobility



Specific environmental qualities that limits children’s independent travel



”Children on foot”

Photos: 

Catharina 

Sternudd
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