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Child Development in History

Child development theories have significantly evolved over the past four centuries, 
reflecting deeper understandings of psychology, biology, and educational methodology. 
This summary explores the major theories and shifts in understanding child 
development from the 17th century to the present, highlighting key theorists and their 
contributions to the field.

17th and 18th Centuries: Beginnings of Formal Theories

John Locke (1632-1704): Locke was one of the first philosophers to propose ideas about
how children develop. He saw the child's mind as a ‘tabula rasa’ or blank slate, suggesting 
that all knowledge comes from experience. Locke's views laid the groundwork for later 
theories of learning and development, emphasizing the role of nurture in shaping a 
child's mind.

Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778): Rousseau introduced the idea that development 
unfolds in stages. He believed that children naturally progress through these stages and 
that education should be responsive to the developmental stage of the child. Rousseau's 
ideas were revolutionary, proposing that children are inherently good and should be 
allowed to develop naturally without the constraints of formal education in the early 
years.

19th Century: The Dawn of Scientific Approaches

Charles Darwin (1809-1882): Darwin's work on evolution had a profound impact on 
child development theories. He was one of the first to systematically study and record 
the emotional and cognitive development of his own child, emphasizing the biological 
and evolutionary aspects of development. This approach introduced the idea that child 
development could be studied scientifically.

Created with LibreOffice, by Bea Groves on 05/05/2024.  Version: 4.   This is Page 1 of 3



/home/bea/Documents/BI/Child Development in History.odt

Early 20th Century: The Emergence of Structural Theories

Sigmund Freud (1856-1939): Freud introduced the psychoanalytic theory, which 
emphasized the influence of the unconscious mind on development. He proposed that 
early childhood experiences are crucial for the development of adult personality. Freud's 
stages of psychosexual development highlighted how the resolution of conflicts 
between biological drives and social expectations affects psychological development.

Jean Piaget (1896-1980): Piaget's theory of cognitive development was 
groundbreaking. He proposed that children move through four stages of cognitive 
development, which are characterized by increases in abstraction and complexity. Piaget 
emphasized the role of maturation and interaction with the environment in driving 
cognitive development. His work remains a cornerstone in understanding how children 
learn and think.

Mid to Late 20th Century: Behavioural and Social Theories

B.F. Skinner (1904-1990): Skinner’s behaviourism theory underscored the importance of
external behaviours in understanding human development. He focused on how positive 
and negative reinforcements shape behaviour over time. Skinner's work led to more 
research on the effects of environment and external stimuli on child behaviour.

Erik Erikson (1902-1994): Erikson extended Freud’s theory of stages to include 
psychosocial stages, each characterized by a psychological conflict that must be resolved
for healthy psychological development. Erikson’s theory added a social dimension to the 
understanding of developmental stages, from infancy through adulthood.

Lev Vygotsky (1896-1934): Vygotsky introduced the sociocultural theory of cognitive 
development, which argued that community and culture play a central role in the 
process of ‘making meaning’. Unlike Piaget, who emphasized individual learning 
processes, Vygotsky believed that community and interaction are essential for cognitive 
development.
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Late 20th and Early 21st Century: Integrative and Modern Perspectives

Urie Bronfenbrenner (1917-2005): Bronfenbrenner developed the ecological systems 
theory, which views the child's environment as a series of nested and interconnected 
structures, from the family and school to broader societal influences. His work has been 
influential in understanding the diverse environmental factors that contribute to child 
development.

Howard Gardner (b. 1943): Gardner's theory of multiple intelligences expanded the 
understanding of intelligence beyond the traditional IQ interpretation. He proposed that 
children have different kinds of intelligences, including linguistic, logical-mathematical, 
spatial, musical, bodily-kinesthetic, interpersonal, intrapersonal, and naturalistic. This 
theory has influenced educational strategies across the globe.

Conclusion

The history of child development theories is marked by an increasing recognition of the 
complexity of growth and learning. From the early philosophic perspectives that 
emphasized the role of nature and nurture, to modern theories that integrate biological, 
psychological, social, and cultural factors, our understanding of child development 
continues to evolve. This comprehensive view helps us appreciate the multifaceted 
nature of human development and the myriad factors that influence it, guiding more 
effective educational practices and better child-rearing approaches.
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