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Developmental Psychology and Social Change

What is the unique mission of developmental psychology? How has it
evolved historically? What are its current challenges? The chapters in
this collection present the view that research, history, and policy are
essential and interlocking components of a mature developmental psy-
chology. Patterns of human development differ markedly across histor-
ical epochs, cultures, and social circumstances. Major societal changes
examined by contributing authors – the advent of universal compulsory
schooling, the adoption of a one-child policy in China, U.S. policy shifts
in healthcare, welfare and child care – present “natural experiments” in
social design. Authors challenge the idea of a clear distinction between
basic and applied developmental research. In sharp contrast with the
view that science is value-neutral, developmental psychologists have
from the outset pursued the betterment of children and families through
educational, child-care, and health initiatives. An historical perspec-
tive reveals the beneficial, if sometimes contentious, interplay between
empirical research and social programs and policies.
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Preface

As Professor Sheldon (Shep) White approached retirement from his posi-
tion as William James Professor of Psychology at Harvard University, his
colleagues and students began organizing an event in his honor. Barbara
Rogoff and Alex Siegel were especially active in pursuing this idea. When I
approached Shep for his input, he stated clearly that he did not want a tra-
ditional festschrift. Rather, he preferred to co-organize a lively, substantive
conference and to co-edit an accompanying book that would concentrate on
the three main foci of his life work: research, history, and policy in develop-
mental psychology, and especially their intersections. The conference, titled
Developmental Psychology and the Social Changes of Our Time, was held
at Wellesley College, June 20–22, 2002. We adopted the more personal title,
“Three Faces of Shep Conference,” because Shep has represented and pro-
moted each and all of these faces – research, history, policy – throughout his
career. Connections between the three faces of his work provide the foun-
dation for a new way of thinking about developmental psychology and the
lives of children. Contributors were asked to write chapters that addressed the
intersection of at least two of the three faces.

In addition to the chapter authors, conference participants included Alex
Siegel, Edward Zigler, Emily Cahan, Jack Shonkoff, Tami Katzir, Robert
Lawler, Julia Hough, Ruby Takanishi, and Bob Granger. Conference assistants
Susan Camuti and Kate Collins were invaluable to this project. We are deeply
grateful to the Foundation for Child Development and the William T. Grant
Foundation for financial assistance, and to Cambridge University Press for
producing an excellent book. Special thanks to Rachel Gooze and Zorana
Ircevic for editorial assistance, to Julia Hough and Phil Laughlin at Cambridge
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Introduction: What Kind of Science
Is Developmental Psychology?

Sheldon H. White and David B. Pillemer

What is the mission of developmental psychology? What is its role in his-
tory and society? Traditional philosophical models asserted the doctrine of the
unity of science, with the natural sciences providing the model for all scientific
endeavors. In this view, conceptual definitions, procedures, and methodolo-
gies of the “less mature” human sciences ought to be patterned after those of
experimental physics, as a “mature” science. In the Age of Theory, Sigmund
Koch’s (1964) term for the period of theoretical behaviorism spanning the
1930s and 1940s, a vision of psychology as an “immature physics” was set
forth.

Today, psychology continues to use many concepts, procedures, and def-
initions of “good science” borrowed from the natural sciences, although
many aspects of developmental research are unlike those of experimental
physics. The full range of children’s thought and behavior is not captured
easily by simple laws, numerical equations, or mathematical models. What,
then, holds the natural-science model of developmental psychology in place?
One factor is a set of institutional structures built up during the great growth
period immediately after World War II, in the 1940s and the 1950s. Dur-
ing this era, much of the cooperative architecture of contemporary science
was established – granting agencies, journals, norms and values of graduate
education, definitions of appropriate methodology, and so forth. This institu-
tional architecture implicitly enforces a traditional view of what science is and
ought to be.

The architecture was designed primarily to fit the needs of the natural
sciences and medicine, and it succeeds, to a degree, for developmental psy-
chology. Unquestioningly, interesting and significant knowledge about human
development is being produced under its support. However, we struggle to
deal with patterns of phenomena that stretch the boundaries of traditional

1
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2 Sheldon H. White and David B. Pillemer

physical science models:

� We rarely deal with universal laws or phenomena that are invariant
across time and place. Patterns of human development differ across
historical epochs, cultures, and social strata of a large and complex
world society.

� The path of development is determined in part by active human
design: options, choices, schedules, and tradeoffs created by mem-
bers of society.

� The environment in which a child grows up is largely a human cre-
ation. There is human intelligence, human contrivance, and human
intentionality buried in that environment. As a child develops, he
or she must deal not only with the traditional invariant Kantian
modalities – space, time, causation, number – but with the change-
able vicissitudes of social influence.

� The developing child’s continuing life task is not only to adapt to his
or her environment, but also to construct it, manage it, build it, and
rebuild it. Consider, for example, the famous question of whether
children’s play is or is not serious business. We posit that through
play children are learning how to invent and manage environments.

� Developmental psychologists do not deal with a naı̈ve or ignorant
laity. People outside of academic psychology have important prac-
tical knowledge about human behavior and development and have
significant responsibilities for predicting and managing it.

� There exists a strong demand for practical knowledge among devel-
opmental psychology’s audience, and a corresponding profusion of
“offshore knowledge” to meet this demand. Any commercial book-
store contains one or more floor-to-ceiling bookshelves on child psy-
chology. The sometimes disparaging view within universities is that
this body of writing represents only “popular psychology,” watered-
down and sometimes opportunistic translations of basic research.
Yet, offshore books on childhood represent a variety of practical
concerns of utmost importance to parents and educators, and these
concerns demand our attention and respect.

� Developmental psychology departs from traditional views of basic
scientific discovery because it deals explicitly with values. We have
the peculiar spectacle of a supposedly “value-free” discipline ad-
dressing qualities of “good” or “bad” parenting, good or bad school-
ing, good or bad child-care arrangements, good or bad media influen-
ces, and good or bad social programs. Distinguished commentators,



P1: JtR
0521826187int.xml CB814B/Pillemer 0 521 82618 7 April 25, 2005 2:9

Introduction 3

including Dewey, Kohlberg, and Habermas, have argued that val-
ues are a necessary and important part of the mission of disciplines
like developmental psychology. If one looks carefully at evalua-
tions of government programs for children, it is not hard to discern
a thinly concealed process through which social scientists help to
define program goals and values.

From the Past toward the Future: Historical Analysis
of Developmental Psychology

Philosophers of science in the 1930s discussed the practices and goals of
psychology by aligning it with the history of experimental physics. Although
developmental psychology is not physics-like, an historical approach to the
field is a fundamental and perhaps essential way to think about its nature.
How is developmental psychology an expression of the societies in which it
exists? What does it do for such societies? How has it changed over time?
What should its rightful goals and values be? What are the possible dangers,
or side effects, associated with the practical application of developmental
research? We look to the past to identify trends, processes, influences, or
constraints. The early adventures of the discipline are, in effect, a series of
transformational experiments that reveal important aspects of its construc-
tion. Historical perspective broadens our view of what possibilities exist for
developmental psychology in the future.

Historical analysis illuminates the flow of questions, ideas, and prac-
tices back and forth between developmental psychology and the society
surrounding it. Chapters in this volume explore connections between de-
velopmental psychology (and its philosophical ancestors) and child care and
welfare (Phillips & McCartney; Huston; Haskins), nursery-school educa-
tion (Beatty), design and management of educational systems and programs
(Rogoff, Correa-Chávez, & Cotuc; Strauss), intelligence testing (Kozulin),
healthcare for children (Buka; Lipsitt), and adolescent behavior problems
(Edelstein). With an immediacy that transcends academic departments and
research laboratories, developmental psychology participates in the life of the
society surrounding it. In the beginning, not quite by coincidence, the rise of
developmental psychology was associated with liberal, progressive forces in
American politics. But now liberals and conservatives alike use the data of
developmental psychology to build programs and strengthen their positions
(Haskins).

In its earliest years, developmental psychology tended to dwell on the
primitive in human nature, inspired in part by Darwin’s evolutionary theory.
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Developmental studies centered on questions of how the growing child’s
mind departs from the animal mind. The theorizing of those early years often
pictured human infants as primitive, savage, amoral, egocentric, narcissistic,
and living in a world of formless experience.

At the turn of the 20th century, G. Stanley Hall struggled to link Darwinian
views of developmental psychology to the problems of children, parents, and
professionals living in the institutional web of a modern society. Generations
of developmental researchers have made the struggle after him and gradually
the substance and modalities of their science have changed. A network of
“applied” researchers now connects the university to communities of prac-
titioners, professionals, and policymakers. Some romantic images projected
by 19th century evolutionism have been set aside. Humans do not develop
in a world of “nature red in fang and claw.” From the very beginning, they
grow up in an environment impregnated with human intelligence, in the midst
of objects and activity patterns designed by humans for human purposes. As
everyday environments change, patterns of human growth change, and de-
velopmental psychologists participate actively in the design processes of a
changing, experimenting society. Ever more closely approaching the fore-
front of scientific inquiry is a cultural-historical perspective on both human
development and the scientific work of developmental psychology.

Enlarging Developmental Psychology’s Perspective: Some
Modest Proposals

How can developmental psychology construct an identity that fully encom-
passes its historical, applied, and research faces? Some modest changes in
undergraduate and graduate education, and in the programs and priorities of
universities and funding agencies, would provide a good start. We propose
the following changes:

� Graduate students in developmental psychology take a required
course on the scholarly and social history of their discipline. The
scholarly history will trace the emergence of ideas and methods used
by contemporary developmental psychologists out of scientific and
philosophical traditions of the 18th, 19th, and early 20th centuries.
At the same time, the course will trace the increasing scholarly inter-
est in child study alongside the emergence of modern societies and
welfare states in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.

� Undergraduate and graduate students in developmental psychology
have available to them a course on the organization of professions,
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social services, and institutions dealing with families and children,
and the role played by psychologists in their formation.

� Universities recognize that developmental psychology is a pluralistic
field, which requires a variety of approaches and levels of inquiry.
The pluralistic perspective will extend across faculties, disciplines,
professions, and field sites.

� Universities and funding agencies recognize and give high priority
to developmental psychology’s agency as a science of design – as
a cooperative human endeavor that has enduring ties and particular
relevance to the problems and needs of contemporary society.

We believe that the chapters in this volume will contribute to a framework for
achieving these goals.

Organization of This Book

Authors were invited to contribute to this book because they have done sig-
nificant work in developmental psychology, and their work crosses traditional
boundaries of research, historical scholarship, and policy analysis. For their
chosen topics, we asked authors to address the intersection of at least two of
these three domains: research, history, and policy. All of the chapters fulfill
this request, and several advance developmental science in all three domains.

The chapters all challenge the idea of a sharp or meaningful distinction
between “basic” and “applied” research. Applications to everyday social
problems have not evolved secondarily, as add-ons to extended programs
of theoretically driven “pure” research. Rather, developmental psychology
has been connected to practical concerns from the outset. Nevertheless, the
relationship between research and policy has been uneasy, with cooperation
appearing to be much stronger in some domains than in others.

One prominent focus of developmental psychology since its inception is
the betterment of children and families. Barbara Beatty shows how the rise
of American nursery schools was tied directly to research movements in col-
leges, universities, and training institutes. Practical issues driving research
included the question of whether nursery-school education could support
women’s career pursuits without impairing their children’s healthy develop-
ment, and if in fact early schooling could enhance successful socialization.
In contrast, Deborah Phillips and Kathleen McCartney identify a general
“disconnect” between research and policy on child care, compared to a much
closer connection for Head Start enrichment programs. The authors pinpoint a
number of reasons why child-care research and policy have largely developed
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side-by-side rather than hand-in-hand. Ron Haskins also discusses the long
and complex history of developmental science’s relationship to child-care
programs, but from the perspective of a policy analyst and Washington in-
sider. Aletha Huston shows not only how research examining the effects of
poverty on child development may inform public policy, but also how issues
raised by the politics of welfare reform have enriched developmental science.

Education has long been a prominent point of intersection between research
and practice. Barbara Rogoff, Maricela Correa-Chávez, and Maria Navichoc
Cotuc chart the emergence of compulsory schooling in the United States and
Guatemala. They show how some “naturalized” conceptions of child devel-
opment, such as the linking of chronological age with standards of test per-
formance, originally grew out of practical concerns. Even the developmental
psychologist’s essential independent variable – age – became an organizing
principle for research on intelligence and achievement in large part because
of its utility in solving bureaucratic problems relating to social sorting and
educational placement. Alex Kozulin describes how the assessment of chil-
dren’s cognitive capacities, whether by IQ testing or other procedures, was tied
“from the very beginning” to applied issues – predicting learning ability and
school performance. Michael Cole and Jaan Valsiner illustrate the intimate
connection between basic and applied agendas with their creative application
of Vygotsky’s theoretical construct “zone of proximal development” to chil-
dren’s failures to learn to read. Similarly, Sidney Strauss’s original theoretical
work on teaching as a “natural cognitive ability” carries with it important
implications for the classroom and for teacher education.

In the domain of health policy, Steven Buka’s sophisticated model of
“developmental epidemiology” and Lewis Lipsitt’s critical examination of
research on the problem of crib death both illustrate how developmental re-
search can make an invaluable contribution to effective policymaking. Buka
presents stunning examples of how early life events may have a profound and
lasting impact on health and well being. Lipsitt’s analysis underscores the
potential losses for society if critical research is overlooked or if “acceptable”
research paradigms are defined too narrowly.

Several chapters capitalize on “natural experiments” in social design.
Wolfgang Edelstein explores developmental explanations for a surge of neo-
Nazi activity among East German adolescents following the collapse of the
Berlin Wall and German reunification. He examines why these ideas are es-
pecially appealing to young people, and why adolescents are particularly
vulnerable to their destructive influence. Michelle Leichtman and Qi Wang
compellingly show how culture influences the ways that children and adults
talk, write, and, ultimately, think about the personal past. They demonstrate
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that governmental policies dictating family structure in China (the one-child
policy) and governmental solicitation of certain types of autobiographical
writing in China and the Soviet Union are reflected in the personal memory
styles of individual citizens. Although Westerners accept compulsory school-
ing as a long-standing and unquestioned governmental policy, Rogoff and
colleagues focus on its historical emergence in the United States and in
Guatemala. When introduced, this dramatic social change had a profound
impact on family life and the child’s place in society.

Psychologists not only analyze the effects of societal change on children’s
development, but also effect change by linking their research insights to pol-
icy initiatives. Historical shifts in welfare policy (Huston), child care policy
(Phillips & McCartney; Haskins), and healthcare policy (Buka; Lipsitt) also
offer natural experiments in social design that are prime targets for psycho-
logical analysis and policy recommendations. But psychologists may help to
shape the future even in areas that are a step removed from pressing policy con-
siderations. Edelstein’s perceptive analysis of the social consequences of the
collapse of the Berlin Wall for East German society may suggest interventions
directed to problem adolescents. Rogoff and colleagues’ cultural-historical
perspective portrays compulsory education not as a given, but as a changing
societal characteristic, with good and bad qualities. This frees us to think
creatively about the role of compulsory schooling in contemporary society,
and what its role could and should be in the future.

Two chapters in particular help to set the tone for the entire volume. Charles
Super presents a far-reaching, interpretive historical account of cross-cultural
studies within developmental psychology, and he identifies a slow but impor-
tant trend to “globalize” the field of human development. William Runyan
offers a personal analysis and appreciation of Shep White’s central role in
establishing the history of developmental psychology as a prominent field of
inquiry. Runyan’s account of his own encounters with White, face-to-face and
in print, provides a unique assessment of the value of an historical approach
to human development.

To borrow a term from Runyan, we hope that this volume will contribute to
a better and more adequate “story” of human development in its full historical,
cultural, and political context.

Reference

Koch, S. (1964). Psychology and emerging conceptions of knowledge as unitary. In
T. W. Mann (Ed.), Behaviorism and Phenomenology (pp. 1–41). Chicago: University
of Chicago Press.
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PART ONE

The Developing Child

Global and Historical Perspectives

9
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1 The Globalization of Developmental
Psychology

Charles M. Super

Near the end of the first millennium of the Common Era, it is said, Khaldi, a
goat herd living in the Horn of Africa, noticed that his animals were
particularly frisky after consuming the red berries of a particular bush. The
first hot beverage of “kahva” (meaning ‘against sleep’) was devised shortly
thereafter either by monks, who learned of the beans from Khaldi, or by a
Muslim dervish who, banished and starving, tried to soften the berries in
water upon instructions from God (Starbucks, 2004; Anonymous, 2004).
Soon Yemeni traders were exporting coffee beans from the port of
Al-Mukha (hence: mocha), under a carefully protected monopoly.

(Tchibo, nd)

In 1875 in Leipzig, Germany, Wilhelm Wundt established a laboratory for
using the experimental method of physics to isolate and measure what were
presumed to be the elements of sensation, perception, and ultimately the
functioning of the psyche. His goal was to “mark out a new domain of science”
(Wundt, 1874, cited in Schultz, 1975, p. 53). In this historical moment, it is
said, lies the origin of modern psychology – scientific, empirical psychology,
beyond the mere logic of the philosopher (Boring, 1950). In 1879, Leipzig
University incorporated Wundt’s laboratory, and in recognition of that event
100 years later, the American Psychological Association (APA) declared the
centenary of the field itself. The APA was actually formed in 1892, with
G. Stanley Hall presiding over a membership of 42 persons who were engaged
in the advancement of psychology as a science (American Psychological
Association, 2003).

Frans Boas, the founder of American anthropology, studied briefly in
Wundt’s experimental laboratory, but he eventually concluded that “even
‘elementary’ sensations were conditioned by their contexts of occurrence”
(Laboratory of Comparative Human Cognition, 1983, p. 297). Thus he set
out for North America to see more of humanity’s contexts. Boas’s lifetime

11
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of field work among the Kwakiutl and other native American groups, and
the intellectual line that descended from this project, defined a new, system-
atic ethnography focused on how cultural features shape human experience
(Harris, 1968). The work of this tradition became housed in departments of
anthropology, and the American Anthropological Association (AAA) was
founded in 1902, with an initial membership of 175 (American Anthropolog-
ical Association, 2000).

Sociology – a term originated in 1838 by the French philosopher Auguste
Comte to encompass the cultural, political, and economic evolution of West-
ern society (Scharff, 1995) – had firmer disciplinary roots in Europe than did
either psychology or cultural anthropology, but a distinctly American version
was evident by the time the American Sociological Association (ASA) was
formed in 1905. The founders noted both that several European nations al-
ready had established associations devoted to the scientific study of society
and its improvements, and that it was highly desirable to create a new
American group “separate and independent” from existing organizations (e.g.,
the American Economics Society), as otherwise it would have a “subordinate
position, and, what is worse, would seem to indicate that sociology is
a branch of either history, political science, economics, or anthropology”
(F. W. Blackmar, cited in Rhoades, 1981, p. 3). At the first Annual Meeting,
in Providence, Rhode Island, members of the society numbered 115, including
those with both theoretical and “practical” interests (Rhoades, 1981).

During the reign of Süleyman the Magnificent (1520–1566), coffee was
introduced to the Ottoman empire either by two Syrian traders, Hükm
and Shems, or, according to another story, by the Ethiopian governor
Özdemir Pasha. Although initially opposed by the empire’s clerics as
evil and narcotic, coffee quickly became popular and 600 coffeehouses
had been established in Istanbul alone within a generation. The coffee-
houses served there, as they have everywhere else since, as places of
refreshment, news, and debate; by 1683 they had become central to the
cultural and social functioning of the Ottoman empire. The Dutch by
this time had successfully transplanted the coffee plant to their colonies
in Java. (Kocaturk, nd; Vienna CC, 1998)

Thus psychology, anthropology, and sociology, like siblings separated in
infancy, grew in their own directions. Their central energy was devoted to
developing their own institutional architecture. Academic degrees and de-
partments were established to carry the disciplinary names as early as 1878
(the Ph.D. in “Philosophy and Psychology” at Harvard). Disciplinary jour-
nals were adopted to communicate new findings and to reflect on the nature
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of the field of inquiry (the American Anthropologist in 1888; the American
Journal of Sociology in 1895; the American Journal of Psychology in 1897).
Mechanisms to fund research were established by the professional societies
and private foundations, and, much later, Federal funding was called forth
with disciplinary guidance. Membership grew exponentially, to 10,000 cur-
rently for the AAA, 13,000 for the ASA, and 85,000 for the APA. The criteria
for membership in the professional organizations were debated and tightened,
increasing the associations’ functioning as professional guilds. This was most
evident in psychology, where credentialing for the therapeutic practice of
psychology dominated discussion for much of the 20th century, but all three
associations sought boundaries of one sort or another on their membership
to ensure their integrity. (“The undersigned members,” wrote M. Parmelee
in a memorandum circulated at the 1931 Annual Meeting of the American
Sociological Association, “animated by an ideal of scientific quality rather
than of heterogeneous quality, wish to prune the Society of its excrescences
[in applied sociology]”; cited in Rhoades, 1981, p. 24.) In the process, each
profession constructed its own history, its “mythic origin story” to shape the
understanding of what the discipline, and its disciples, ought to be (White,
1977).

Although the press toward a prototype for each discipline pulled away
from ideas at the interstices, there have always been countervailing forces,
primarily the integrated nature of reality. In the early period, it was perhaps
more likely that a single scholar would roam freely across the intellectual
fields. Wundt was indeed revolutionary in his determined efforts to apply
the experimental rigor of physics to workings of the mind, but he later de-
veloped a much broader view of understanding human nature. His largest
single project was a ten-volume, descriptive analysis of Volkerpsychologie
(“ethnic psychology”), focusing on cultural and historical products of the hu-
man mind in particular times and places. He believed, as Blumenthal wrote in
a centennial review (1979, p. 550), “that naturalistic observation, the study of
development, evolution, and history, as well as the study of logic, linguistics
and cultural products were equal and, in his later years, even more important
methods (than experimentation).” Similarly, one can note that W. H. R. Rivers,
sometimes considered the father of British anthropology, but also known for
his psychiatric work with “shell-shocked” soldiers in World War I, served
as president of the Anthropology section of the British Association for the
Advancement of Science (1911) and was a founding member of the British
Psychological Society in 1901 (Matisoo-Smith, 2002; Steinberg, 1961).

As the study of human behavior and society grew in size and in its
own social structure, the boundaries became more established and the very
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institutions that created them made efforts to communicate across them. Soci-
ology was perhaps the most energetic field in this regard, led by visions such
as that of Albion Small, who in 1907 declared “that all the social sciences are
unscientific in the degree in which they attempt to hold themselves separate
from each other, and to constitute closed systems of abstractions” (Small,
cited in Rhoades, 1981, p. 6). In the first decades of the 20th century, the ASA
became directly involved in a variety of projects to promote the social sci-
ences in general. One of its first collaborations was the founding of the Social
Science Research Council, along with the national associations for Politi-
cal Science, Economics, History, Statistics, Psychology, and Anthropology.
Shortly thereafter, sociology was part of another interdisciplinary collabora-
tive project of particular relevance here – founding of the Society for Research
in Child Development. The key individuals in this case were Margaret Mead
(anthropology), Myrtle McGraw (psychology), Arnold Gesell (pediatrics),
Robert S. Lynd (sociology), and T. Wingate Todd (anatomy).

In light of this ever-evolving interplay of discipline and interdiscipline, the
birth and death of “Social Relations” is particularly interesting. The concept,
born in the mid-20th century, attempts to recognize the social structuring
of human relations, the cultural frame for such structuring, and the role of
personal psychology as both consequence and antecedent of these structures.
One of the major instantiations of this interdisciplinary concept took place
at Harvard University in 1946, when Gordon Allport, Talcott Parsons, Clyde
Kluckhohn, and Henry Murray formed the Department of Social Relations
from the social, developmental, personality, and clinical fields of psychology,
along with sociology and social anthropology; this left experimental and
physiological psychology in its own department, and likewise physical and
linguistic, and archeological anthropology. That arrangement lasted 25 years,
at which point the faculty reverted to the traditional structure of psychology
(inclusive), sociology, and anthropology (Patullo, 1999). A similar innovation
had taken place at Johns Hopkins in the interim, but it lasted no longer;
and at Lehigh University, where it now is also an historical footnote. Today,
the term remains important – as judged by an internet search – at Rikkyo
University (Japan); the University of California, Riverside (as a program, not
a department), Keele University (England), and Eastern Nazerene College
(Massachusetts).

Late in the afternoon of 12 September 1683, 20,000 Polish cavalry, led
by the warrior-king Jan Sobieski, descended unexpectedly out of the
foothills near Vienna and charged straight into the camp of the 200,000
Turks and Tartars who had besieged the desperate city for months. By
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nightfall the Ottoman siege of Vienna was broken, the western surge
of Islam had been stopped short, and a victorious Sobieski entered the
tents, now abandoned, of the Grand Vizier. There he found, along with
gold and weapons, bags of small dark beans, rumored to be the source
of “kahve.” These sacks ultimately were given as reward to Georg Franz
Kolscitsky, a Pole who had worked for a Turkish trading company, knew
the language and traditions, and had spied for the Viennese. In 1686 he
opened what was long considered Vienna’s first coffeehouse. By the
early 18th century there were four such establishments; these grew to
well over 600 at the height of the Austro-Hungarian empire toward the
end of the 19th century. Today, even though their number has declined
to about 200, coffeehouses and Vienna are still considered quintessen-
tial of each other to tourist guidebooks and to the Western mind more
generally. (Vienna CC, 1998)

The systematic study of children in North America and Western Europe has
a variety of roots, academic and applied, professional and interdisciplinary,
which by the late 20th century had joined into a recognizable if not unitary
entity (Siegel & White, 1982). The study of children outside the “Western
world” has a more motley history, as it has been taken up from time to time
for various purposes by the diverging disciplines (Harkness & Super, 1987).
It was an elementary observation, even among philosophers such as Rousseau
who preceded the emergence of the social sciences, that a true understand-
ing of humanity must include the study of humans whose social world lies
outside Western society, and that consideration of “the child” is essential. In
1900, Alexander Francis Chamberlain, an instructor in Anthropology at Clark
University (where G. Stanley Hall, the founding developmentalist, served as
president), published a monograph whose basic premise was reflective of the
times and is still heard in the modern literature. Overstating the empirical
base, perhaps, he nevertheless declared: “There is abundant evidence to show
that the children of primitive peoples, whatever the condition of adults may be,
are quite as well endowed mentally as the children of civilised [sic] peoples,
the great difference between them existing in the greater number of learnable
things which the environment of the latter provides, and the care and trouble
which the community takes to make the acquisition of these things possible.
Not the minds so much as the schools of the two stages of human evolution
differ” (Chamberlain, 1900, p. 457f).

Anthropological interest in child development – at least nominally present
in the earliest, classical ethnographies – flourished from the 1930s through
the 1950s, as the “culture and personality” school considered enculturation
to be a key theoretical construct (Harkness, 1992). With the decline of that
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framework, however, social anthropology has generally taken up other top-
ics, and the study of children has been marginalized in the discipline. It is
noteworthy in this regard that contemporary anthropologists who retain de-
velopmental interests now tend to work in interdisciplinary settings, publish
in cross-disciplinary journals, and increasingly either collect data within the
U.S. or orient their publications to contemporary U.S. concerns (Harkness,
Super & Keefer, 1992; LeVine et al., 1994; Weisner & Garnier, 1992).

Within psychology, the speciality of development has struggled both for a
legitimate place in the discipline and for an adequate framework to address
the natural environments of development. In the late 1950s and early 1960s,
“child study” was transformed into “developmental psychology,” linguisti-
cally marked as a subdiscipline of psychology (Cairns, 1983). It emerged with
a strong dependence on experimental techniques to study changes over age in
perception, learning, and social behavior. Two decades later, however, concern
with aspects of human development not so easily modeled in the laboratory
led to a surge of basic research in the familial, social, and historical context
of child development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Kessen, 1979; McCall, 1977).
Curiously, the cultural dimension was still neglected. Even Bronfenbrenner,
whose innovative ecological model was highly influential in moving develop-
mental psychology out from the laboratory into “the real world,” dismissed the
cross-cultural literature as scientifically weak and “limited to variations that
presently exist or have occurred in the past” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 40).
More recently, recognition of the historical origins of contemporary diver-
sity within the United States has widened psychologists’ vision further
(Garcia-Coll & Garrido, 2000; Greenfield & Cocking, 1994).

When the Duke of York seized the Dutch colonies in North America in
1664, Garrit van Swearingen, a Dutchman who had worked for the East
India Trading Company and was then employed by a settlement owned
by the City of Amsterdam on the Delaware River, migrated to St. Mary’s
City, Maryland. There he established an inn and around 1685 opened
what is sometimes claimed to be the first coffee house in North America.
Less than a century later coffee was an immensely popular drink in
America, and “coffee houses” – more like taverns than the Viennese
establishments – had become a standard location for the delivery of
postal services. Coffee became even more popular in colonial America
following the Boston Tea Party. (Anonymous, 2004; Marr, 2004)

In the interdisciplinary context of the Social Relations department at
Harvard, where laboratory developmentalists, policy gurus, and field anthro-
pologists were all appropriate mentors and role models, it seemed relatively
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straightforward for a student to pursue a line of research that would provide
more information about the development of non-Western children than was
available to Chamberlain seven decades earlier, or in the contemporary lit-
erature of the late 1960s. Other psychologists, too, were beginning to focus
their efforts in this direction (Cole, Gay, Glick, & Sharp, 1971; Dasen, 1976;
Munroe & Munroe, 1971). Of particular interest to this student was the set
of changes in cognition that have been found to occur around age 6 years,
in the U.S.-based literature. Chamberlain made an extended comparison of
young (Euro-American) children with the “feeble-minded,” criminals, and
the unschooled children of “savages,” observing both similarities and dif-
ferences. This line of analysis was taken up in greater detail half a century
later by Heinz Werner (1948), also at Clark University. His conclusion – that
particularly human kinds of higher order thinking develop in humans only
during middle childhood, do not develop in lower animals, and are vulnera-
ble to many kinds of mental disorder – provides a theoretical background for
what came to be known as the “five-to-seven shift” (White, 1965; Sameroff &
Haith, 1996).

White (1965, 1970), in particular, assembling diverse strands of evidence,
noted that in all major theories of development the period around age 6 years
assumes particular importance. Piaget and his associates located the begin-
nings of rational, operational thought at this time (Inhelder & Piaget, 1964).
Similarly, Soviet psychologists emphasized that higher order processes over-
lay the mechanisms of classical conditioning beginning around 6 years of
age (Luria, 1961; Vygotsky, 1962). American mediation theorists, in their
expansion of traditional learning theory, pointed to a similar process in the
sixth year, as language comes to play an increasing role in conceptual learning
(Kendler, 1963). Even Freud, for whom cognition was not a central concern,
saw in the resolution of the Oedipal conflict the emergence of inhibitory sys-
tems in the superego, and thus a new level of cognitive control. For each
theorist, in different languages and from different data, the period around 5 to
7 years old is seen as the beginning of a dramatically more mature organiza-
tion of the mind, the beginning of a new stage of development. Fischer and
Silvern (1985), setting strict criteria for what can be considered nonlinear,
developmental stage shifts, concluded that changes at age 6 or 7 years fulfill
the definition completely. One must note, however, that this is also the age
at which Western children typically begin formal didactic instruction. Thus,
it cannot easily be discerned whether the introduction of schooling causes
or reflects this profound change in mentation. One might hope, given all
the evidence accumulated and reviewed, that psychologists had succeeded in
learning something fundamental about the development of human children,
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Figure 1.1. Age-related competence in copying shape.

not simply of schooled Euro-Americans; but only studies outside of Western
cultures and Western schooling can truly address this question.

Therefore, two related field projects were undertaken, the first a pilot study
in Zambia (Super, 1972) and the second a broader investigation in rural Kenya
(Super, 1991; Super & Harkness, 1986). The Kenyan project took place in
Kokwet, a rural farming area of Kipsigis-speaking people in the Western
Highlands, where few children went to school at the time the data were
collected in the mid-1970s. The Zambian data were collected in 1968 from two
sites: Matero, a working-class housing development in Lusaka, populated by
immigrants from many rural areas of the country; and Kazule, a farming area
of Chewa people, more isolated and less prosperous than Kokwet. Additional
data were collected for comparative purposes in Duxbury, Massachusetts,
the second oldest European settlement in New England, now a prosperous,
distant suburb of Boston. In the figures that follow, each data-point represents
about 10–15 individuals.

Figure 1.1 shows the percent of persons at each age from each sample who
correctly copied from sight “Figure A” of the Bender Gestalt test (Bender,
1938). This classic test has had wide use for the assessment of neurological
functioning in children and in adult clinical patients. The greatest improve-
ment in performance is observed prior to school entry in U.S. samples, accord-
ing to Koppitz (1960). Responses here were scored according to a variation
of her system, yielding a three-point scale for accuracy in shape and in inter-
nal orientation (rotation). The test figure consisted of a circle and a diamond
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Figure 1.2. Age-related competence in maintaining orientation.

(square rotated 45 degrees) placed next to each other and just touching, drawn
in black ink on a 5′′ × 7′′ white card. Children’s common errors in copying
the shapes include extra or missing angles in the diamond, and failure to close
the circle. Placement of the two parts of the figure relative to each other is
the feature of responses coded as internal orientation; in the model, one point
of the diamond touches the circle such that a projection of the diamond’s
axis is horizontal for the viewer and would pass through the circle’s center
point – a deviation of 45 degrees or greater is scored as an error. In both
cases, the scores shown here are for competence or the absence of errors.

Figure 1.1 presents the results for competence in copying the shape of
the two subfigures. The most striking similarity among all the samples is the
timing of reduction in distortions of shape, being very rapid in the first few
years; and there is a curious pause in all samples between ages 6 and 7 years.
Overall, analysis of variance using ages 3 to 9 years indicates that both the
Age and the Sample effects are highly significant (p < 0.0001). There is no
formal Interaction effect, and it is evident that the more urban and educated
the group – thus, the more exposed to writing and graphical representation –
the earlier full competence is achieved. By age nine, virtually all the children
perform well, regardless of experience. The adult cohorts differ in expectable
ways, given their histories, and all but the closest means are statistically
different from each other (p < 0.05).

Figure 1.2, showing competence in copying the two subfigures in their
original relationship to each other, reveals a somewhat similar but more
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pronounced configuration. In this case, almost all the improvement takes
place before age 7. In Duxbury, all the children perform perfectly at this
point. In Kokwet, this graphic convention is virtually absent in the children’s
environment and overall competence is only half as great. What is striking,
however, is that progress before age 7 is quite rapid – indeed at the same pace
as in Duxbury – and then it too levels off.

In summary, these two measures of basic graphic analysis and reproduction
reveal a striking similarity in the timing of growth across all the environments
studied and also differences in the degree to which these emerging potentials
are exercised and elaborated. The argument for a “five-to-seven shift,” how-
ever, aims at changes far more pervasive than a single modality of perception.
A second set of tasks, therefore, assessed changes in a classic area of cognitive
development, the organization of verbal memory.

There is a general contrast in psychological theories of cognitive devel-
opment that compares organization based on abstracted, structural categories
on the one hand and on the other, organization based on physical features or
practical function. The more formal and abstract method is usually consid-
ered the more “mature” and “normal” for adult humans (Werner, 1948). In the
literature on word associations tasks, category-based paradigmatic responses
given by adults – such as cat with dog – are contrasted with the syntagmatic
responses more typical of children, such as dog–bark or dog–brown (Brown &
Berko, 1960; Nelson, 1977). A related task, the one used here, examines the
way subjects actively, but not necessarily consciously, restructure words pre-
sented for memorization. For example, given the list orange – ax – knife –
tree, a subject might later recall them as ax and knife, tree and orange, putting
together the two tools and then the two plant items. Or, the response might be
ax and tree, orange and knife, making two functional pairs. Use of the more
abstract and categorical form is a central distinction in the Piagetian tradi-
tion (Inhelder & Piaget, 1964) as well as in U.S. intelligence tests (Wechsler,
1944). The developmental literature generally marks age 6 years as the turning
point.

In the present study two lists were prepared, one with functional pairs (e.g.,
food–eat) and one with categorically related pairs (e.g., come–go), following
the procedure used by Denney and Ziobrowski (1972). Each list was read to
the subject in a pseudo-random order (no paired words adjacent), and after the
child recalled as many as possible the full list was repeated two more times
with a different order of words. Individual scores were computed as the con-
ditional probability of listing the second word of a pair immediately following
the first, if the first was recalled (or vice-versa). The results indicate first that
older subjects use both kinds of implicit structure in the word lists more than



P1: IWV
0521826187agg.xml CB814B/Pillemer 0 521 82618 7 April 25, 2005 5:24

The Globalization of Developmental Psychology 21

Figure 1.3. Age-related changes in the organization of recalled words.

younger ones; that is, their conditional probability of sequentially pairing the
matched words – regardless of the basis of pairing – is generally greater than
that for the younger subjects. In addition, however, the results also reveal that
the use of each kind of pairing relative to the other shifts considerably from
age to age, and that the shape of this year-to-year change in the categorical:
functional ratio is remarkably similar in the two samples (Figure 1.3). The
initial growth in category-based clustering is suddenly reversed at age 6 in
both samples, and then it recovers. The age trends are highly significant,
whereas there are no significant differences by group during childhood. In
adulthood, culturally based preferences are more evident (Super, Harkness, &
Baldwin, 1977).

A third point of comparison between the children in Duxbury and Kokwet
relates to self-concept, or consciousness of the self as an independent agent in
the world. David Foulkes (Foulkes, 1982; Foulkes, 1999) has summarized an
extensive set of data on children’s dreams to argue that there is an “intimate
relationship between consciousness and the development of self-identity”
(Foulkes, 1999, pp. 150–151). This is exquisitely revealed, he indicates, in
the surprisingly late appearance of dreaming (during the late preschool years),
and by the actual content of recorded dreams. Young children, under 4 or 5
years, do not usually appear in their own dreams; rather, the dreamscape is as
one might see through one’s own eyes. Around age 6, Foulkes reports, children
begin to report their own presence in their dreams, first as passive observers
of the ongoing events, then finally as active participants. The differences
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Figure 1.4. Age-related changes in representation of the self in dreams.

are captured in (1) “There was a lion,” (2) “I was standing there and a lion
appeared,” (3) “I was being chased by a lion, and (4) “I was chased by a lion,
but I ran home and locked myself in.” Scoring of responses in the present
study used a 4-point scale, corresponding to these four presentations.

Dream stories were somewhat more difficult to collect than drawings or
memory tests, especially at the youngest ages, but a sufficient number of
children succeeded in recounting a recent dream to produce reliable results,
presented in Figure 1.4. In both sites, there is considerable growth in the
presentation of the self as an active agent in dreams during the years 5
to 7, with a slightly earlier start and peak in Duxbury, where verbal com-
mentary about oneself, and reflective engagement with young children
are much more common. (The group differences are marginally different,
p < 0.07, age p < 0.001.)

One outcome of extended fieldwork – living with the people one studies –
is that many of the unstated assumptions and practices become evident. In
all the figures shown here, there is a relative lag in the African children’s
performance in the early years. Some of these group differences may reflect
true differences in competence, as there is such different emphasis on the par-
ticular skills assessed here in these two niches of childhood. The distinction
between competence and performance is important to highlight here, however,
as there is also a dramatic difference between samples in the children’s famil-
iarity with the testing situation. In the more traditional, rural African samples
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(Kokwet and Kazule), it is an unprecedented and no doubt anxiety-arousing
social context. Never have these young children sat down alone, facing an
adult, to be asked questions to which the adult knew the answer, or to be
asked to perform arbitrary and unfamiliar tasks. Rather, obedient silence in
the presence of elders and the parallel modeling of behaviors were the norms
for relating and learning (Harkness & Super, 1977; Harkness, 1988). The
social act of being evaluated in this way, in other words, is itself a culturally
constructed and differentially familiar test. Short of testing silent obedience,
sibling care, and animal tending, therefore, it is not surprising that the African
children generally score below Americans – these are American tests used
here.

In light of this observation, it is all the more striking to see such parallels
in the rate of growth in competencies related to the 5-to-7 shift. In the di-
verse domains of visual analysis and construction, memory organization, and
self-concept, the children of Kokwet and Duxbury undergo rapid growth in
a surprisingly similar manner, in several instances with nearly identical non-
linear shifts (Figures 1.2 and 1.3).

Cross-cultural comparisons are often framed as investigations into which
aspects of human behavior are universal and which are culturally specific. The
developmental perspective offered here suggests that all human behaviors are
both: They are culturally specific instantiations of universally emerging po-
tentials. According to this view, healthy children everywhere undergo very
similar developments and transformations in their mental functioning, ac-
cording to a sequence and general timing that is characteristic of our species.
Directing the emerging competencies to particular tasks in specific contexts,
and managing their refinement, is what cultures do. The more redundant –
across time, across scale, and across context – are the particular demands in
the culturally structured developmental niche, the more fundamental to that
culture is the ultimate behavioral skill (Super & Harkness, 1999).

Coffee was introduced as a crop in the New World in the early 18th
century by Gabriel Mathieu de Clieu, a young naval officer posted
to Martinique who, refused a cutting of this wonderful plant from
the Royal Botanical Garden in Paris (a gift to Louis XIV from the
mayor of Amsterdam), simply stole it. Coffee production in the French
Caribbean became plentiful and profitable. The French, like the Arabs
and Dutch before them, tried to protect their local monopoly. But in
1727 Lt. Col. Francisco de Melo Palheta, sent to French Guiana by the
Emperor of Brazil, seduced the wife of the French governor while medi-
ating a border dispute. At the state dinner for the Brazilian’s departure,
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the governor’s wife presented him with a grand bouquet, and deep in-
side the floral arrangement was a sampling of coffee seeds. A century
later, Brazil emerged as the largest producer of coffee in the world, a
distinction it still holds today. (Anonymous, 2004)

The roots of psychology, like those of coffee, are in the Old World. In both
cases, the New World variety has prospered in its climate and it has grown
to dominate the world market. Knowledge of human development, however,
is a different commodity. Brazilian coffee is just as flavorful and warming in
Reykjavik as it is in Rio di Janero, but knowledge of North American children
is less useful in either of those places than it is where it was grown, in North
America. For reasons of distance, time, and money, as well as discipline-
centric research, we have only the beginning of a science of human children,
even more than a century after Chamberlain. In trade, finance, technology,
and media, the pace of globalization has increased asymptotically in the past
decade. There is some reason to believe the same is beginning to happen in
the study of children, as evidenced by two related trends.

The first reflects the fact that we are now a full academic generation be-
yond the creation of developmental psychology in the late 1950s. In that
time Europe has rebuilt from the trauma and destruction of World War II,
Cold War barriers have fallen, and all but the most impoverished and isolated
countries of the Third World have at least started to develop their own aca-
demic strength in the social and behavioral sciences. A century ago it was
still the case that Americans went to England, Germany, or France for ad-
vanced education in the social and psychological sciences. Half a century ago,
the production of knowledge shifted its center of gravity to North America,
and a quarter a century ago the flow of students had reversed as well. Now
many of those students who studied in North America have returned to their
homeland and have carried with them the seeds of knowledge garnered in
their New World doctoral education. This is true both generally and specif-
ically in developmental science. To cite one example, 1989 marked the first
non-American to win the American Psychological Association’s Dissertation
Award in Developmental Psychology; Dymphna van den Boom, the recipient,
is now Professor at the University of Amsterdam. (Interestingly, it was also in
1989 that the APA first gave its G. Stanley Hall award to a non-American, to
Jacqueline Goodnow – save to Piaget, when the award was first begun.) The
increasing contribution of developmentalists based outside the United States
can be seen in Figures 1.5 and 1.6, which show, respectively, the locality
of the institutional base for published authors in two leading journals,
Developmental Psychology and Child Development (both of which are
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Figure 1.5. Trends in global location of Developmental Psychology’s authors.

published by U.S. professional organizations, the APA and SRCD respec-
tively). We examined four randomly chosen, empirical reports per issue and
found that although the vast majority of reports continue to be from scientists
at U.S. institutions, there is nevertheless a significant trend to publish work

Figure 1.6. Trends in global location of Child Development’s authors.
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Figure 1.7. Trends in global location of children studied.

by researchers from other parts of the world, sometimes in collaboration with
U.S. researchers, but primarily in their own right.

The second, related, trend is that the children whose development is re-
ported are increasingly more likely to be living outside of North America.
Figure 1.7 illustrates this finding, summed across both journals. It is still the
case that 80% of the literature is based on mainstream U.S. children, but there
is a distinct trend toward a more global sampling. Limiting the effectiveness
of this trend, however, the number of reports about children who are not em-
bedded in a predominantly European cultural context (that is, Europe, North
America, and Australia) remains quite small. Further, the number of studies
that are directly comparative in their design, and thus uniquely powerful in
their conclusions, are a scattered few.

Despite the small presence, even now, of non-U.S. children in the primary
developmental literature, the issue of cultural processes and representation has
come to loom relatively large in the current phase of developmental science.
Almost all introductory textbooks for child development are now explicit in
their claim to include cross-cultural findings, and in 1995 “culture” was for
the first time the most frequently indexed term in papers presented at the
annual meetings of the Society for Research in Child Development. There
is an emerging recognition that traditional developmental theory is so fun-
damentally based on North American children that it is of limited value in
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understanding human development around the world (Rubin, 1998; Super &
Harkness, 1999).

In December 2001, Starbucks of Seattle, USA, opened a coffeehouse on
Karntner Strasse in Vienna, directly opposite the Sacher Hotel, home
of the Sachertorte, and around the corner from the Café Mozart. This
global reach of the American corporate empire back to a mythic origin
of the Old World coffeehouse was noteworthy for both its business and
symbolic significance. Despite dire predictions of cultural resistence
by the proud and conservative Viennese, Starbucks has thrived there.
(Erlanger, 2002)

Brief histories, recounted for a purpose, are almost always “mythic,” as
White intended the term. The stories presented here are like that, even the
fable of Kolscitsky and his coffeehouse: Johannes Diodato, a Greek resident
of Vienna, actually opened a coffeehouse a year before Kolscitsky (Augustin,
2003). A proper history of science goes beyond the mythic, beyond a state-
ment of dates and recounting of who did what. It is necessarily an intellectual
history also. It tells us something about the sequential elaboration of human
knowledge over generations, and thus it also tells us about the human mind
in aggregate as well as in the individual. “The historical approach to under-
standing of scientific fact is what differentiates the scholar in science from
the mere experimenter” (Boring, 1961).

Among the many interesting thematic observations derived by Heinz
Werner in his examination of mental development was the “orthogenic
principle,” which states that development proceeds by alternating periods
of differentiation and integration (Werner, 1948). He was speaking of the in-
dividual child, from embryology through cognition, but a similar pattern can
be seen in the emergence of a truly interdisciplinary science of development.
There have been, to date, two complete orthogenic cycles. In the beginning –
as with the fertilized ovum – there is differentiation from a unitary if complex
origin. Here, the basic social scientific disciplines emerged around the turn of
the 20th century, and they worked to distinguish themselves both from each
other and from applications of their accumulating knowledge. After some
decades, the press for integrating the now-established knowledge bases grew
strong enough for institutional recognition, and the 1920s and 1930s were
witness to such efforts as the National Research Council’s Committee on
Child Development and the founding of the Society for Research in Child
Development (Smuts, 1985). There was at the same time a deliberate effort
to integrate academic science with reform and educational efforts in society
at large (Schlossman, 1983).
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The second cycle began with differentiation of subdisciplines within psy-
chology and the other social and behavioral sciences, part of the dramatic
increase in the scientific enterprise that emerged in the 1950s. It is during
this period, for example, that the American Psychological Association added
many of its now 53 official divisions, marking specialities within the pro-
fession. The subsequent revolution in applying the lessons of developmental
psychology, and in breaking free of the restrictive experimental paradigm,
began the integration phase of this second cycle. The inauguration of the
national Head Start program in 1965 (whose first director, Edward Zigler,
is a developmental psychologist) brought together narrow developmental
perspectives with more sociological, medical, and nutritional ones, as well as
concerns with families and eventually even adult development. Shortly there-
after, as noted above, standing paradigms of developmental research were
called into question by a number of authors (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Kessen,
1979; McCall, 1977). At the same time, several new scholarly associations
were formed deliberately to cut across disciplinary boundaries: the Interna-
tional Society for the Study of Behavioral Development in 1969, the Interna-
tional Association for Cross-Cultural Psychology and the Society for Cross-
Cultural Research in 1972, and the Society for Psychological Anthropology
in 1977.

With this last period of integration has come, even if slowly, the realization
that some aspects of development may proceed with different trajectories in
different environments, and that relationships once taken to be directly causal
may reflect as much about the larger organization of the social and cultural
environment as about the universal nature of human development. The cul-
tural anthropologist A. F. C. Wallace (Wallace, 1961) once pointed out that
cultures organize the variation within themselves. Because the niche of hu-
man development is organized and dynamically regulated by culture (Super &
Harkness, 1999), individual features such as sex or temperament will have
different meanings, different settings to exploit, and thus different devel-
opmental consequences in, for example, North America and China (Chen,
Rubin, & Li, 1995; Ember, 1981; Super & Harkness, 1993). Similarly, spe-
cific child-rearing behaviors may have variable effects, depending on other
aspects of the developmental environment such as local meaning systems and
relationship structures. Hess and his colleagues found this for the effect of
maternal socialization style on cognitive development, comparing Japanese
and mainstream U.S. samples (Hess & Azuma, 1990), as did Deater-Deckard
and colleagues regarding the effect of parental punishment style on child-
hood aggression, comparing ethnic groups within the United States (Deater-
Deckard, Dodge, Bates, & Pettit, 1996). As findings we once considered to
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reflect fixed causality are subjected to replication in varying contexts, we
are finding that environment-development relationships can themselves be
variable.

The failure to see the relationship between variables as itself a variable has
been noted elsewhere in psychology (Posner, 1978), and probably reflects
our incomplete growth as a science. Piaget (1950) made a similar observation
regarding the development of mathematical understanding at the level of both
the individual and aggregate history. The first historical stage, he noted, was
classical arithmetic and Euclidean systems, which emphasize the description
of attributes. Later, algebra and analytic geometry emerged in the 17th century,
with a focus on operations and processes. Finally, in the late 19th and early
20th centuries new approaches came to consider functions and families of
functions as units of description, that is, to consider relationships as vari-
ables, and to extrapolate to unseen possibilities and dimensions. These dis-
ciplinary stages, Piaget proposed, correspond to individual sequences in the
construction of knowledge: preoperational, concrete operational, and formal
operational thought. Perhaps the study of child development has grown from
a preoperational period prior to 1950, through a concrete operational episte-
mology in the later half of the 20th century, and is now beginning to utilize
formal operational thinking to recognize context-development relationships
as variable. When this process of theoretical-cognitive growth is fully mature,
developmental psychology will be truly global.

There are currently six Starbucks outlets in Istanbul, and nearly 100 on
the Arabian peninsula.
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2 A Socio-historical Perspective on
Autobiographical Memory Development

Michelle D. Leichtman and Qi Wang

Introspection leaves the impression that personal event memories are private,
self-generated products of an individual’s experience in the world. When
we reflect on the past, “we can accept with little question that biography
or the lifetime is the appropriate or ‘natural’ frame for individual memory”
(Schudson, 1995, p. 346). Historically, investigations of memory processes
have resided at this phenomenologically justified level of analysis. For exam-
ple, early studies focused on the nature of adults’ childhood memories with
limited reference to the particulars of history or other contextual factors sit-
uated outside the individual (e.g., Dudycha & Dudycha, 1941; Sheingold &
Tenney, 1982; Waldfogel, 1948).

In the past several decades, memory researchers have gained an increas-
ingly sophisticated perspective on context. Autobiographical memory offers
a rich platform from which to view contextual effects, and research on the
topic has benefited from this perspective. Currently, theory and burgeoning
empirical evidence support the notion that both proximal and distal influ-
ences have the potential to shape autobiographical remembering in complex
ways (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Ceci & Leichtman, 1992; Leichtman, Wang, &
Pillemer, 2003; Wang, 2003).

In the present chapter, we consider context through an exceptionally broad
lens. Our overarching goal is to identify the possible roles that socio-historical
factors, including government policies and culturally shaped aspects of the
social environment, play in shaping the personal event memories of individ-
uals. Researchers have only recently begun to consider connections between
such macro-level environmental elements and the personal sphere of autobio-
graphical memory; thus, some of the ideas that follow are speculative. Never-
theless, we can draw on extensive recent work in developmental and cultural
psychology to evaluate the impact that specific aspects of the larger environ-
ment are likely to wield on how people remember autobiographical events.

34
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We set the stage for our discussion with a review of factors in the proximal
environment that research has indicated affect autobiographical recollection.
These factors are important to discern, because proximal influences may me-
diate the relationship between more distal influences and event memory out-
comes. We then turn to our central question: How might factors in the distal
environment – namely, socio-political and cultural factors – affect personal
event memory? We treat this question in two major sections. In the first sec-
tion, we discuss the potential role of government policies, highlighting some
relevant examples from the historical archives. We focus on the diverse exam-
ples of government-directed autobiographical writing and policies affecting
family structure. We also acknowledge the importance of historical timing or
cohort effects on the way that individuals think about personally experienced
past events. In the second section, we treat culturally shaped dimensions of the
social environment that influence autobiographical memory. Here, we focus
on relevant differences across cultures and across urban/rural environments.

Proximal Influences on Autobiographical Memory

To understand how the proximal environment might influence autobiograph-
ical memory, it is useful to begin with some examples. The following con-
versation was recorded in the home of a 3-year-old Euro-American child and
his mother, while they sat at their dining room table making invitations to the
child’s fourth birthday party.

Mother: How about putting another one because if Julia gets a lizard and
then Heather doesn’t get a lizard on hers because you ran out of
lizards they’ll be upset. I think they’re pretty cool.

Patrick: I don’t care. They’re girls.
Mother: You have a lot of girlfriends. Your best friend is Elizabeth who

lives right next door to you.
Patrick: I just like Elizabeth.
Mother: And you don’t like any of the other girls?
Patrick: Nope.
Mother: You don’t like Erica?
Patrick: No.
Mother: And you don’t like Emily?
Patrick: No.
Mother: And you don’t like Claire?
Patrick: No. I don’t like all the girls. I just like boys.
Mother: Well I thought you played with a lot of girls in your class . . .

Patrick: No.
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Mother: . . . and you told me that you like Erica and Emily a lot. And I
have a picture of you during the Valentine’s book story with
your hand around Emily. Your arm was around Emily. You were
giving her a hug.

Patrick: No, she just did that to me when she was in the hall.
Mother: I have a picture of it.
Patrick: Two times.
Mother: Two times? Did she hug you? Did you hug her back? It’s ok you

hug mommy back, you hug Lu-Lu back, you hug Agner back?
Patrick: Oooh.

In this short conversation, the mother used memories of past events in sev-
eral different ways. She called Patrick’s attention to a general or routine set
of past behaviors that he had frequently engaged in (playing with girls). She
referred to a specific past event (hugging a girl) and she inspired Patrick to
elaborate on that event with further details (“two times”). She then questioned
her son about what happened in the past event, probing for more specific infor-
mation (“Did you hug her back?”). Notably, she also referred to a photograph
of the event in question, which served as a reminder of the details. Throughout
the conversation, the mother evaluated and followed up on her son’s responses
to engage him in the joint activity of memory sharing.

Each of these conversational characteristics is frequently apparent in the
memory talk of modern, Euro-American mothers and their children. The
conversation illustrates a high-elaborative style, in which mothers speak fre-
quently about the past with their children, provide rich descriptive informa-
tion, and encourage children to talk about the past in detail. Mothers who
adopt a high-elaborative style tend to ask many open-ended questions about
past events and provide immediate feedback on children’s responses to keep
the conversation going (Fivush & Fromhoff, 1988; Reese, Haden, & Fivush,
1993; Pillemer, 1998). In contrast, some mothers speak less frequently about
the past, provide fewer details about what happened, and often pose pointed
questions with single well-defined correct answers when questioning their
children. These mothers also tend to repeat their own questions when they do
not receive the desired information from children, rarely letting the conversa-
tion flow in the direction of the child’s comments. Researchers have referred to
this second style of memory talk as low-elaborative or paradigmatic (Fivush &
Fromhoff, 1988; Reese, Haden, & Fivush, 1993). While this low-elaborative
style is also frequently evident in Euro-American homes, it appears to be
more predominant in memory conversations between Asian parents and their
children (Wang, Leichtman, & Davies, 2000; Wang, 2001a). This is nicely
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exemplified by the conversation below, recorded in a home in rural India.
In this example, the mother questioned her sons about their nourishment
the day before and was satisfied once her direct questions had been briefly
answered.

Mother: Play quietly. You will dislocate your wrist. You should sing
properly.

Mother: Don’t pull it, it will fall down. Santosha, what did you eat last
night?

Santosha: Ragi balls and chutney.
Mother: What chutney?
Santosha: Coconut chutney.
Mother: How many glasses of coffee did you both have?
Krishna: This much.
Mother: Go and play hopscotch with him. How do you play this game?

Say it properly.

A number of studies have illustrated that the relative styles of parents’ mem-
ory talk remain consistent over time and that children of relatively more elab-
orative parents come to remember the past in more elaborate detail themselves
(e.g., Reese, Haden, & Fivush, 1993; Haden, 1998). The difference between
high- and low-elaborative styles of memory talk is particularly important be-
cause the way in which such talk is carried out affects children’s memory
reports. Children with high-elaborative mothers tend to provide longer and
more detailed reports of past events than children with low-elaborative moth-
ers, even over time (e.g., McCabe & Peterson, 1991; Reese et al., 1993).
Most striking is that the event details children remember appear to be in part
a function of how parents talk with them about the events.

This latter point was underscored in a recent study that focused on
parent–child conversations with preschoolers (Leichtman, Pillemer, Wang,
Koreishi, & Han, 2000). Children experienced a surprise event in their
preschool classroom, in which their former teacher brought her newborn baby
to the school after 3 months of maternity leave. During this visit, a series of
scripted activities occurred. On the same day, mothers interviewed their chil-
dren individually about the event. Mothers had not been present during the
event and had no details about it; they were told to question their children
in whatever way was natural to them. Three weeks later, a researcher inter-
viewed each child individually. The researcher had not been present during
the event and had no information about the content of the parent–child inter-
views. The researcher asked each child the same set of open-ended and direct
questions about the event. The findings showed that mothers who conducted
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more elaborative interviews had children who provided richer answers dur-
ing the initial mother–child interviews, and also in the researcher–child inter-
views three weeks later. For example, mother–child conversations influenced
the number of correct details children recalled and the number of descrip-
tive terms they used to explain their memories three weeks after the event.
Mother–child conversations also influenced children’s recall of the specific
objects that had been present during the event. Intriguingly, 83% of the items
that children recalled during the researcher–child interview had been initially
discussed between children and their mothers.

One possible interpretation for the above findings is that children’s lan-
guage ability was responsible for both the degree of mothers’ elaborativeness
and the amount that children remembered in the researcher–child interview.
A follow-up study with a similar methodology examined this notion, adding a
Mean Length of Utterance (MLU) measure of children’s language. The find-
ings indicated that both children’s language status and the degree of mothers’
elaborativeness made separate, significant contributions to children’s mem-
ory reports during a researcher–child interview after a long delay (Leichtman,
Holmes, & Pillemer, 2003). Harley and Reese (1999) also demonstrated in
their longitudinal study that maternal reminiscing style uniquely predicted
children’s shared memory reports across time, independent of their initial
language ability. Thus, talking about events with parents has the potential
to affect the number and type of details that children remember regardless
of their level of language. These findings are consistent with the idea of
“co-construction,” in which children learn how to construct stories about their
lives and share them with other people in the context of joint conversations
with their parents (Nelson, 1992).

In addition to the specific style of parent–child conversations, an important
related dimension of the proximal environment is the beliefs about memory
that those around children convey to them. Beliefs about the significance of
remembering the personal past vary among individuals, and such beliefs can
be expected to affect the degree to which individuals reflect upon, share, and
ultimately sustain access to the details of event memories. Individual dif-
ferences in the style of memory talk may be associated with variations in
beliefs about the importance of remembering the personal past. To the extent
that individuals value autobiographical events as an integral part of their own
identities, they may talk about such events with frequency and elaboration.
Data hinting at this possibility come from a set of studies of American and
rural Indian populations (Leichtman, Bhogle, Sankaranarayanan, & Hobeika,
2003). Researchers interviewed adults about various aspects of their memory
practices and recollections. The majority of Indian participants indicated that
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reflecting on the past was not important to them, while the majority of Ameri-
can participants indicated that it was. Only 12% of rural Indian adults reported
conversing about past events in their daily lives, whereas 90% of American
adults did so. Accordingly, when prompted for memories of childhood, 14%
of the Indian sample provided a specific, one-point-in-time memory, while
69% of the American sample did so. Video recordings of the daily home lives
of separate samples of individuals from the same populations indicated that
parents in the American population tended to have a much more elaborative
style of talking about the personal past with their children. Thus, differences
in explicit beliefs may be associated with different practices of memory talk.

Beliefs about the importance of the personal past, independent of the lan-
guage used to revisit events, may be reflected in artifacts used to capture events
of significance in the lives of children and families. For example, consider
the photograph that Patrick’s mother referred to in the previous example of
elaborative conversation. Even without language, such a picture could have
memory-enhancing effects. A photograph might remind a child of particular
details of experience (e.g., the favors given out at a party), highlight specific
moments of importance (e.g., the blowing out of candles on a birthday cake),
underscore the significance of a culturally valued event (e.g., a birthday), or
stress a child’s connection to a particular set of individuals and places that
define his world. Drawings, paintings, and journals recording specific past
events could have similar influences on autobiographical memory. Several
programs for the education of young children, such as the currently popular
“Reggio Emilia” method, have stressed the uses of such “documentation,” en-
couraging children to review specific past events in connection with present
educational goals (Caldwell, 2002). Even without talk about the personal past,
the presence of this kind of documentation conveys to children the value of
remembering the details of their own past experiences.

One other aspect of the proximal environment deserves mention as a po-
tential influence on autobiographical memory. This is the degree to which
the environment emphasizes an orientation toward the self. A number of
social psychological explorations have documented variations in the degree
to which individuals focus on themselves and their own unique traits, as
opposed to those of other people or the community around them. The imme-
diate social environments in which children grow up may be an important
source of such variation (Fiske, Kitayama, Markus, & Nisbett, 1998; Wang,
Leichtman, & White, 1998). For example, parents who emphasize the value of
their children’s distinctive personal qualities and talents and who encourage
independent thinking and behavior may produce more self-oriented offspring.
Given that a primary feature of autobiographical memory is self-relevance,
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the predominant view of self in children’s proximal environments – often
conveyed by parents and significant others – is bound to impact upon their
personal event memories over the long term.

Kuhn and McPartland’s (1954) Twenty Statements Test (TST) has been a
widely used index of the organization of self-related information. The task
elicits self-descriptions, asking participants to fill in the blank after 20 state-
ments phrased “I am .” TST responses are typically scored as belonging
to three categories: private, collective, or public self-descriptions. Private
self-descriptions focus on personal traits, states, or behaviors (e.g., “I am
intelligent”), collective self-descriptions focus on group membership (e.g.,
“I am a Buddhist”), and public self-descriptions focus on relationships with
others (e.g., “I am a person who helps my neighbors”). Numerous studies have
documented individual variation in the percentage of responses that fall into
each of these three categories (e.g., Greenwald & Pratkanis, 1984; Triandis,
1989).

TST measures of self-description and the characteristics of autobiograph-
ical memory are theoretically connected. To the extent that the environment
supports the tendency to think about the self as an independent, well-bounded
entity with unique characteristics, individuals will be likely to access private
self-descriptions more frequently than public or collective ones. At the same
time, this kind of focus on the private self is likely to raise the value of re-
membering and sharing the details of personally experienced past events. In
this self-oriented context, it is paramount to retain personal event memories
as part of the process of defining and asserting one’s identity. Supporting the
connection between self-description and autobiographical memory, several
studies of large samples of American, Chinese, and French young adults have
indicated an association between TST responses and characteristics of mem-
ory reports (Kassoff & Wang, 2002; Wang, Leichtman, & White, 1998; Wang,
2001b). For example, Wang, Leichtman, and White (1998) found that private
self-description scores were positively related to the length and specificity of
childhood memories, while collective self-description scores were negatively
related. Variations in self-focus scores are directly reflected in the content of
memory conversations between parents and children across cultures, which
we will discuss in a later section (Leichtman, Bhogle, Sankaranarayanan, &
Hobeika, 2003; Mullen & Yi, 1995; Wang, Leichtman, & Davies, 2000; Wang,
2001a).

In summary, three dimensions conveyed in children’s proximal environ-
ments stand out as making important contributions to autobiographical mem-
ory. These include the ways in which parents talk with their children about
past events, the explicit beliefs about the value of memory that the people
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and artifacts around children convey, and the degree to which children’s en-
vironments encourage focus on the self as a distinct entity. These influences
in children’s proximal environments interface with more distal factors.

Socio-Political Contexts

Research psychologists have rarely examined the effects of specific socio-
political contexts on individual-level cognitive and social processes. Yet ele-
ments of the socio-political environment such as government policies could in-
deed trickle down, shaping some elements of cognition. Certainly, contextual
models suggest the potential for this to occur. For example, Bronfenbrenner’s
(1979) model posits that government policies are part of an exosystem that
indirectly, and in synergy with other environmental factors, affects children’s
behavior and cognition. Similarly, Super and Harkness’s (2002) model im-
plies a connection between the messages conveyed in the environment – which
could be shaped by government policies – and outcomes related to particular
cognitive processes. Nonetheless, in practice it is not always readily apparent
how to empirically capture such influences on cognition.

In the case of autobiographical memory, investigators have not typically
considered the potential impact of government policies. Yet, government poli-
cies affect a wide spectrum of lifestyle issues that may be related to autobio-
graphical memory. We speculate that under special circumstances government
policies may have the potential to quite directly influence how individuals
remember autobiographical events. Government-directed autobiographical
writing is a case in point.

Government-Directed Autobiographical Writing

A provocative example of the role that government can play in shaping auto-
biographical recollection comes from the period of the Russian Revolution.
Beginning in this period, the Soviet regime encouraged and even required
autobiographical writing in a wide array of situations, extracting autobio-
graphical accounts for political purposes. For example, in the trenches of
their military camps, soldiers of the Soviet revolutionary army were encour-
aged to write personal diaries. In the small “Red Army notebooks” provided
them, soldiers recorded the ammunition, food, and clothing supplies they
received. In addition to space for these practical records, the notebooks con-
tained writing space with the following instructions: “If possible, keep a diary
of your service in the Workers’ and Peasants’ Red Army” (Hellbeck, 2001,
p. 343).
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As Hellbeck (2001) describes, the extraction of such accounts from military
forces was only the beginning of the Soviet regime’s interest in autobiograph-
ical writing. Following the revolution, individuals throughout Soviet society
were required to write “autobiografia,” or short accounts of their own lives
and the formation of their personalities, as a qualification for entry into party
institutions. This model of screening then extended to institutions outside the
strict dominion of the ruling party, including to universities and organs of
state administration. In addition, “during the first decades of Soviet power,
state and party agencies . . . poured considerable energy into the production of
large-scale autobiographical projects involving thousands of Soviet citizens”
(Hellbeck, 2001, p. 343).

From the Soviet perspective, there were multiple reasons to assign these
autobiographical writing exercises during and after the events of 1917. In
autobiographical reflection, citizens could glorify the years of the revolution
and solidify their sense of intrinsic connection to the regime and the larger
context of history (Hellbeck, 2001). As Hellbeck describes it, they could also
undergo

the full trajectory of self-transformation, from “human weed” or “bad
raw material,” living in a similarly unformed or polluted social envi-
ronment (before the revolution) to conscious, self-disciplined beings
residing in the well-ordered socialist garden created to an extent by
themselves. (Hellbeck, 2001, p. 343)

In other words, citizens could revisit in memory their own practices and go
forward with renewed dedication to the Soviet cause.

Most germane to the present discussion, Soviet policies encouraging the
use of autobiographical accounts apparently resulted in a remarkable explo-
sion of autobiographical writing, across all levels of Soviet society and for
many years after the revolution. It is clear that not all of this writing served
to strengthen the cause of the Soviet leadership, and in fact Soviet police
seized with vigor clandestine diaries containing anti-Soviet interpretations of
the personal past (Hellbeck, 2001). Nonetheless, an analysis of diaries from
the period of the 1930s indicates a “distinctly Soviet” way of writing about
autobiographical experiences (Hellbeck, 2001), and one that squares nicely
with the goals of the regime. With regularity, diaries stressed themes of work
on the self, social utility and integration, and historical orientation as they
recounted personally experienced events and reflections (Hellbeck, 2001).
Strikingly, direct encouragement and in some cases requirements of the gov-
ernment to write autobiographical accounts appears to have been taken over
by the citizenry, producing normative changes in the tendency to record the
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details of specific past events. There is no record of the extent to which this
bled over into the tendency to speak about or think about the personal past.
However, it is quite likely that the concentrated time spent writing and reflect-
ing on autobiographical experiences influenced how individuals remembered
them over the long term.

A second example of government-directed autobiographical writing seems
to have been somewhat different in origin. During the years of China’s Cul-
tural Revolution, the Maoist government sought to strictly monitor citizens’
fidelity to Communist party ideals (Solomon, 1971). One of many channels
through which this was achieved was the practice of soliciting autobiograph-
ical accounts from citizens, beginning at an early age. Unlike in the Soviet
case, in which the foremost goal of government-directed autobiographical
writing was often to enhance the writer’s belief in the cause, the Chinese
government appeared to have used autobiographical accounts primarily for
political monitoring. Vogel (1966) offered a contemporaneous account of this
practice.

Several times during their school years, students are expected to write
autobiographies, which begin from the age of eight. All cadres, all people
of importance, and all people under serious suspicions must also write
autobiographies. Some people are called on to write annual reports of
their activities. . . . In school, children are called upon incidentally to tell
about things at home . . . a teacher would be expected to pass on any
reports that do create serious doubts about certain families.

Not only contacts, but even incidental details may create risks if
reported. For example, any information about dress or house furnishings
or eating habits, no matter how innocuous it may seem to the reporter,
might be taken to mean that a person is not truly a member of the peasant
or proletariat class. (Vogel, 1966, p. 410)

Compared with the Soviet case, it appears that this Chinese practice of
soliciting autobiographical accounts was more limited in scope. There is no
evidence that the government requirement to submit regular autobiographies
was adopted with zeal by individuals and incorporated into their regular prac-
tices at home. Nonetheless, it is interesting to recognize that the government
was able to use accounts of specific personally experienced past events to
influence citizens’ lives. These personal writings may be different from a reg-
ular sense of autobiography and were often referred to as “self-evaluation”
or “self-criticism.” They appeared to originate from Confucian teachings that
emphasize one’s learning from the past (Wang, 2003), but were enacted by the
government in service of its political purpose. Vogel (1966) argued that this



P1: KsF
0521826187c02.xml CB814B/Pillemer 0 521 82618 7 April 25, 2005 4:49

44 Michelle D. Leichtman and Qi Wang

practice changed the nature of friendships, and particularly the boundaries
of the information that was shared between friends, because of the risks that
friends might leak jeopardizing information. In this sense, government policy
influenced the web of social relations and talk about the personal past that
would normally sustain specific autobiographical memories.

Government Policies on Family Structure

In addition to direct government elicitation of autobiographical accounts,
more general government policies may play an important indirect role in
shaping autobiographical memory. Government policies that affect family
structure are one example.

Wang, Leichtman, and White’s (1998) study of only-child and sibling
Chinese documented the effects of such a policy on autobiographical memory.
This study took advantage of modern day China as a sort of natural laboratory
in which to study how family structure can affect autobiographical memory. In
1979 the Chinese government enacted the one-child policy, which encouraged
all couples to produce only one child in order to curtail population growth.
Ever since, Chinese observers have worried about the effects on children of
growing up without siblings, in families different from those of traditional
Chinese society.

Some observers have suggested that the only-child family structure pro-
vides an environment antithetical to traditional Chinese values (Fan, 1994).
One view has been that in place of a traditional emphasis on interdepen-
dence, interpersonal harmony, and concern with others, the only-child family
structure emphasizes the individual interests of the child. The notion of a
“4-2-1 syndrome,” in which four grandparents and two parents focus ex-
cessively on a single child is a case in point (Lee, 1992). Reports have de-
scribed only-children as “little emperors” who are self-centered, egocentric,
and undisciplined in comparison with sibling children (Fan, 1994; Jiao, Ji, &
Jing, 1986). Thus, Wang, Leichtman, and White (1998) were motivated to see
whether potential differences in the degree of self-focus among only children
and children with siblings were associated with differences in the character-
istics of their autobiographical memories.

Wang, Leichtman, and White’s (1998) study was conducted in Beijing
with a sample of 99 only-child participants and 156 sibling participants of
high-school and college age. Each participant filled out two questionnaires
in Chinese. The first questionnaire asked participants to describe and date
their earliest autobiographical memory, and then to do the same for three
other childhood memories. The second questionnaire was a shortened version
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of Kuhn & McPartland’s (1954) Twenty Statements Test (TST), in which
participants filled in the blank after 10 statements phrased “I am .”

The results of the study showed differences between only children and
children with siblings on a number of memory and self-description measures.
All of the results were consistent with the notion that only children were more
self-focused and correspondingly more attuned to self-focused personal event
memories. In terms of memories, only-child Chinese reported a greater num-
ber of specific memories referring to one-point-in-time events. They reported
earliest memories that dated on average from the time they were 39 months
old, while sibling Chinese reported earliest memories from almost 9 months
later. Compared to children with siblings, only-child Chinese reported fewer
memories focused on social interactions and on family, while they reported
more memories focused on personal experiences and feelings and on them-
selves alone. Only-child Chinese participants’ memories contained a lower
ratio of other/self mentions, indicating a relatively greater focus on their own
roles in the past event as opposed to those of others.

In this study, responses to the TST fell into the two primary scoring
categories described earlier: private self-descriptions focused on personal
traits or behaviors and collective self-descriptions focused on group mem-
bership. As predicted, only-child Chinese reported relatively more private
self-descriptions, while children with siblings reported relatively more col-
lective self-descriptions. Across the entire sample, participants’ scores on the
self-description questionnaire were directly related to several autobiographi-
cal memory variables. Private self-description scores were positively related
to narrative length, mentions of the self, and memory specificity, whereas
collective self-description scores were negatively related to these measures.

In summary, these data suggest that the Chinese government’s only-child
policy affected autobiographical memory outcomes. The policy resulted in a
situation in which large numbers of Chinese youth grew up with more indi-
vidually oriented self-constructs and autobiographical memories than would
have been the case had the policy not gone into effect. Wang, Leichtman, and
White (1998) theorized that the locus of the effects they documented was in
the environments of participants’ family homes during childhood, consistent
with observations of home-environment differences from Chinese researchers
(e.g., Lee, 1992; Fan, 1994). The fact that samples of only-children and chil-
dren with siblings grew up side-by-side in the same larger communities and
schools enhanced the viability of this explanation. More recent cross-cultural
data, which we discuss later in the chapter, support the impression that self
and memory outcomes are formed early within family contexts affected by
the cultural-political-historical factors in the larger society.
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Cohort Effects

Although little psychological research has been directed at evaluating co-
hort differences in autobiographical expression, across the generations in any
given society there are likely to be marked cohort differences as a function
of changes in the socio-political and normative cultural climates in which
individuals are raised. For example, returning to the case of China, it is pos-
sible to imagine that if the one-child policy were to stay in place for many
generations, over time the normative modes of autobiographical expression
might shift. Stylistically, individuals might become more likely to focus on
one-point-in-time events, expression might become more elaborative, and the
normative timing of the earliest autobiographical memory might shift down-
ward to an earlier age. Such changes across cohorts are of course likely to be
a function not only of shifts in government policies, but also of more general
cultural mores.

From the point of view of content, it is easy to see how autobiographical
memories might shift across generations as a function of changes in the larger
social climate. Brumberg’s (1998) sampling of the private diaries of Ameri-
can adolescent girls from 1830 through the present day serves as a relevant
example. Brumberg’s analysis revealed that the diaries of early and later co-
horts focused on starkly different aspects of experience, representing a shift in
values from “good works” to “good looks.” Early-to-mid-19th century girls
reflected on personally experienced past events that were relevant to improv-
ing upon virtues such as charity and kindness. In contrast, contemporary girls
more often focused on personally experienced past events that were relevant
to improving physical appearance. For example, these girls reviewed in detail
their recent eating, exercise, and grooming behaviors. Brumberg (1998) sug-
gested that a confluence of social and economic transformations, including
changes in hygiene, medical care, middle-class parenting practices, and the
availability of mirrors, that occurred between the earlier and later historical
periods served as a catalyst for the differences in girls’ attitudes that these
diaries reflected. What is clear from the perspective of autobiographical mem-
ory research is that the different foci of the earlier and later diaries are likely
to reflect larger differences in the contents of autobiographical memories.

Another relevant example is the historical transformations in “egodoc-
uments,” including diaries, autobiographies, and other forms of personal
records, in Holland from the Golden Age to Romanticism (Dekker, 2000).
Dekker observed that the traditional model of autobiography before 1800
contains extensive descriptions of one’s family background, with the individ-
ual primarily seen as a link in a family lineage. A new type of autobiography
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emerged around 1800 and gradually developed into a distinct literary genre,
in which the author dwells on his or her childhood and youth and the self
becomes the center of the text. Egodocuments also came to be an impor-
tant outlet for expressing personal feelings. Dekker attributed these changes
to the growing individualism during that historical era in Holland as well
as the changes in social conventions in regard to emotions and ideas about
children.

One important point relevant to cohort effects is that the artifacts available
to support memory may be very different from one generation to the next.
The widespread use of videotapes and photographs to record personal expe-
riences in the modern world stands in contrast to the experience of previous
generations. These tools for recording memories are likely to have an impact
on which events and which of their details are recalled over time.

Schudson (1995) underscored the point that societies also have dedicated
memory forms that help both groups and individuals remember events. These
forms include books, holidays, statues, and souvenirs (Schudson, 1995), and
their nature and availability are likely to vary considerably across genera-
tions. With respect to historic events that individuals have either watched
unfold or in some way taken part in, such markers may shape what and how
personal experiences are eventually remembered (Jodelet, Pennebaker, &
Paez, 1997). A widely discussed recent example is found in videotapes of
the aircraft bombing of the World Trade Center that occurred in New York
on September 11, 2001. It is possible that continually viewing these tapes on
television in the days and months after the event may have altered some indi-
viduals’ original memories of their personal experiences that day. Watching
the videos could have the effect of reactivating and thus preserving individual
event memories, or alternatively of confusing or distorting them through the
introduction of post-event information not available at the time of the origi-
nal event (e.g., Loftus & Hoffman, 1989). The point relevant to the present
discussion is that in a cohort without this particular form of memory artifact,
individual event memories would manifest differently.

A separate but related point is that the degree to which individuals remem-
ber shared, historic events in connection with their personal autobiographical
recollections may differ across cohorts. Wang and Conway (2004) conducted
a study that was not focused on cohort effects but is relevant in principle.
In this questionnaire study, 40- to 60-year-old American and Chinese adults
were asked to remember and briefly describe 20 specific, one-moment-in-
time memory events that took place in their lives. The results indicated that
Chinese participants provided an average of 3.4 memories that had a reference
to historical events, while Americans on average did not even provide one
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(M = 0.26). Such a difference could as easily surface across cohorts as across
cultures. In the case of China, it may be that the general milieu encourages
citizens to attend to political events more than in the case of the United States.
It may also be that the sweeping changes that have occurred in Chinese society
during the lifetimes of adults presently in middle age provided captivating,
personally relevant information with a high likelihood of becoming integrated
into individuals’ autobiographical memories. Across cohorts, both the degree
of general political awareness and the nature, timing, and personal relevance
of historic events that take place may affect the degree to which the events
eventually become part of long-term personal event memory. In turn, such
memories help define each generation’s identity (Holmes & Conway, 1999).

Culturally Shaped Elements of the Social Environment

Cultural Differences

As we have noted, research indicates that variations in the proximal envi-
ronments of childhood can influence the expression and retention of auto-
biographical memories. Some of the most marked normative variations in
children’s proximal environments are found across cultures, and thus investi-
gators have turned their attention to how these differences influence memory
for personally experienced events.

One major dimension along which theorists have placed various cultures
is in terms of the degree to which they encourage individuals to think and act
in independent versus interdependent ways (e.g., Markus & Kitayama, 1991;
Fiske, Kitayama, Markus, & Nisbett, 1998). Some cultures, including those
of the United States and some European countries, espouse the paramount
value of autonomy, self-expression, and distinctive personal characteristics.
Alternatively, other cultures, including many found in South America, East
Asia, and Africa, place a premium value on interpersonal relationships and
emphasize common goals and shared identities among people (Markus &
Kitayama, 1991; Wang & Leichtman, 2000). To be sure, this characteriza-
tion of cultural differences does not capture the views of all individuals or
subcultural groups and it does not extend to all aspects of social function-
ing (Fiske, 2002; Oyserman et al., 2002). Nonetheless, it helps make sense of
cross-cultural patterns that emerge across a variety of domains. Theoretically,
cultural differences in independence/interdependence are closely connected
with each of the memory-related aspects of the proximal environment we
discussed earlier: variations in mother–child talk about the past, beliefs con-
veyed to children about the importance of past events, and variations in the
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extent of focus on the self. A growing body of literature including both adults
and young children attests to the interconnections among these elements and
their role in producing cultural differences in personal-event memories.

Some of the most direct evidence of cultural differences in the normative
level of interdependence is the fact that scores on the Twenty Statements Test
vary from country to country (Kuhn & McPartland, 1954; Triandis, 1989). A
number of studies have documented that in cultures traditionally considered
to have a relatively independent orientation, TST scores tend to be skewed
in the direction of more private self-descriptions (Bochner, 1994; Trafimow,
Triandis, & Goto, 1991). For example, Wang (2001b) gave the TST to Chinese
and Euro-American college students and found that Americans had a much
larger proportion of private self-descriptions than their Chinese counterparts,
who had a larger proportion of collective self-descriptions. Other measures of
self-description provide further support for cross-cultural differences in inde-
pendence/interdependence. In a recent study, Wang, Cole, and Lord (2003)
employed a method of intensive personal interviews to elicit self-descriptions
in Euro-American and Malagasy young adults. Participants also filled out the
Self-Construal Scale (SCS) following the interview (Singelis, 1994). Com-
pared with Malagasy participants, Americans referred more frequently to
their personal qualities and attributes and less to social roles and categories
in their free self-narratives. Americans also showed greater strength of the
independent self on the SCS.

Just as TST scores within a particular culture appear to be associated
with the style and contents of autobiographical recollection (e.g., Wang,
Leichtman, & White, 1998), across cultures this also seems to be the case.
Wang (2001b) found that Chinese adults not only provided more collective
self-descriptions than their American counterparts, but also evidenced dif-
ferences in their autobiographical reports. When participants provided their
earliest memory of childhood in a written questionnaire, Americans’ mem-
ories were earlier, more autonomously oriented, and more likely to refer to
specific, one-point-in-time events than those of Chinese participants. Analy-
ses controlling for culture and gender indicated that individuals who described
themselves in more self-focused and positive terms provided more specific
and self-focused memories.

Using an interview method, Leichtman et al. (2003) also documented
stylistic differences in the autobiographical memories provided by rural Indian
adults and middle-class American adults. Native interviewers asked a series
of questions about autobiographical memory, beginning with an open-ended
question about whether participants remembered any event from childhood.
Ninety-seven percent of American participants reported recalling a childhood
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memory, and 69% provided a specific one-point-in-time episode. In contrast,
57% of rural Indian participants reported having no recollection of childhood
and only 14% provided a specific episode. To capture additional differences in
the general nature of the memories, hypothesis-blind and culture-blind raters
sorted culture-disguised versions of memories extracted from the transcripts
into two equal piles. The piles were designated to contain “the richest, most
vivid, detailed and accessible memories” and alternately “the least rich mem-
ories.” The results indicated that 69% of American memories were sorted into
the “richest” pile, while only 32% of the Indian memories were sorted into
the “richest” pile. In this study, the two samples were chosen for maximum
contrast in factors associated with culture and lifestyle. The results confirm
that indeed, long-term access to specific autobiographical episodes may differ
as a function of total cultural milieu.

There is currently empirical evidence that this pattern of differences be-
tween cultures in the timing, style, and content of adults’ autobiographical
recollections is associated with differences in the environments of childhood.
In some of the earliest work in this vein, Mullen (1994) conducted a series
of questionnaire studies on adults’ earliest memories of childhood. The data
indicated that both a mixed sample of Asian-American adults and a sample of
Korean adults had earliest memories of childhood that were considerably later
than those of Euro-Americans. Positing that these differences were related to
social differences in children’s environments in the two cultures, Mullen and
Yi (1995) recorded natural conversations throughout a day in the homes of
Korean and American mother–child dyads. The results indicated that during
each hour they spent together, American mothers referred to three times as
many past episodes as Korean mothers. There were also content differences in
the conversations of the two cultural groups, with Americans focusing more
on feelings, thoughts, and personal attributes and Koreans focusing more on
social norms.

Subsequent studies contrasting parent–child conversation in Asian and
North American cultures support the pattern that this work suggested (e.g.,
Choi, 1992; Miller et al., 1997; Wang, Leichtman, and Davies, 2000; Wang,
2001a). The body of evidence indicates that American parent–child conversa-
tion is distinguished by a relatively elaborative style in comparison with Asian
parent–child conversation. For example, Wang, Leichtman, & Davies (2000)
studied Euro-American and Chinese mothers at home with their 3-year-olds.
Researchers asked the mothers to talk with their children in whatever way was
natural about two past events and a story. When talking about both events and
stories, many American mothers exhibited the classic elaborative style, ask-
ing many “wh” questions and elaborating on children’s contributions. Chinese
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mothers instead typically exhibited a low-elaborative style, posing and repeat-
ing factual questions and rarely following up in the direction of the child’s
comments. In addition, consistent with the cultural emphasis on independence
and autonomy, American mothers frequently prompted children to provide
evaluative information about their thoughts, feelings, and predilections rel-
evant to past events, with the child often cast as the central character of the
story. (By way of illustration, recall the conversation between Patrick and his
mother at the beginning of the chapter.) In contrast, Chinese mothers, who
value to a great extent interpersonal harmony and behavioral conformity,
tended to focus on rules and discipline when conversing with their children
about the past and telling the story.

Leichtman et al. (2003) also documented striking differences in parent–
child conversations in rural Indian and upper-middle-class American samples.
Researchers videotaped 4-year-old children at home in the two countries and
transcribed all conversations that occurred over the course of one hour. The
results indicated that while American children heard an average of 3,090 total
sentences and 20 sentences referring to distant-past events during the hour,
Indian children heard an average of 718 sentences and 1 sentence referencing
distant-past events. This difference between the number of sentences referring
to distant past events was highly significant, even when analyses controlled
for total number of sentences. In addition, the American children heard more
evaluative language, more references to cognitive states, and more questions
of all kinds (yes/no and “wh”).

There is evidence that from an early age, children’s narratives reflect the
same kinds of cultural differences apparent in the conversations and memory
reports of their parents. For example, Han, Leichtman, and Wang (1998) stud-
ied 4- and 6-year-old children from upper-middle-class, urban backgrounds
in Korea, China, and the United States. Researchers asked children the same
series of free-recall questions about recent events in their lives. The results
indicated that American and Chinese children provided longer memory re-
ports than Korean children, but on most other variables, the American sample
stood apart from the Asian groups. American children evidenced a more de-
tailed, elaborate style of talking about their memories than Asians, including
more descriptives, more personal preferences, judgments, opinions, and more
references to cognitive states in their reports. American children also gave
many more memories that referred to specific one-point-in-time episodes as
opposed to repeated or routine events.

Recent data from Wang (2004) also support the notion that cultural dif-
ferences in memory and self-description are likely to be a function of dif-
ferences in children’s home environments, which include the parent–child
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conversations we have noted. This study indicated that cultural differences in
both memory and self-concept emerge even before formal schooling has be-
gun. Wang examined autobiographical memory and self-description among
Euro-American and Chinese children in preschool through second grade
(N = 180). Native female researchers interviewed children individually at
school. During a “question-and-answer game,” children recounted four au-
tobiographical events and described themselves in response to open-ended
questions. American children tended to provide lengthy, detailed, and emo-
tionally elaborate memories and to focus on their own roles, preferences, and
feelings when telling the story. In addition, they frequently described them-
selves in terms of personal attitudes, beliefs, and dispositional traits, and in
a positive light. In comparison, Chinese children provided relatively skeletal
accounts of past experiences that often centered on social interactions and
daily routines, and they were more likely to describe themselves in terms of
social roles, relationships, and context-specific behaviors in a neutral or mod-
est tone. The cultural differences noted became larger and more stable with
development. At the individual level, children who focused more on private
aspects of the self gave lengthier memory accounts and placed more emphasis
on personal roles and predilections.

Urban/Rural Differences

One important subcultural variable is the degree of urbanization. A number
of studies have suggested that differences exist in the patterns of personal
event memory in urban and rural contexts. Although there is likely to be wide
variation within both urban and rural contexts from one region of the world
to the next, extant data suggest that urban/rural differences may be consistent
enough to have systematic effects on measures of autobiographical memory.

One example is Wang, Leichtman, and White’s (1998) study of Chinese
only and sibling children. In this study, in addition to only/sibling effects,
the data showed significant urban/rural effects. Young adults who had grown
up in urban environments reported earliest childhood memories dating from
an average age of 43 months, significantly earlier than those of their rurally
raised counterparts, whose earliest memories dated from an average age of
56 months. Participants from urban environments also provided lengthier
accounts of their autobiographical memories. The sample in this study was
taken from highly selective schools, making it unlikely that differences in
global intelligence between groups were responsible for the effects. Instead,
some Chinese theorists have suggested a pattern of socialization differences
between urban and rural subcultures that might explain the results. In recent
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decades, urban Chinese families have apparently undergone larger changes
in cultural values and childrearing practices than rural families, and urban
parents are presently more likely to foster competition, independence, and
self-actualization among their children (Ho, 1989; Wang & Hsueh, 2000).

Echoing this pattern of urban/rural differences in China, Leichtman et al.
(2003) discovered urban/rural differences in the memory reports of urban and
rural Indian adults. In this study, the two samples were matched in terms of
socio-economic status, with both groups coming from lower-working-class
backgrounds. The data indicated that compared with rural Indians, urban
Indians were more likely to report having memories of childhood and were
more likely to report both recent and childhood memories of specific, one-
point-in-time events as opposed to general or routine occurrences. Urban
Indian participants were also more likely to report talking about the past in
their daily lives than were rural Indians. It may be that as individuals negotiate
their identities in the more complex and socially mobile environments of city
life, the unique attributes of the self – including a personal autobiographical
history – come into relief.

Wang (2003) proposed that urban/rural differences in personal-event mem-
ory may result from different degrees of complexity of life experiences in
the two settings. Change and novelty associated with city life produce the
material out of which autobiographical memories can be developed and sus-
tained, whereas repose and redundancy often associated with the countryside
may render a life with few or no stories. It is possible then that, compared
with the simple and stable life of rural areas, the relatively rich and com-
plex lifestyle of the city could have contributed to the greater accessibility to
early childhood events in the urban samples. This account may also in part
be responsible for the cultural differences in autobiographical memory noted
earlier. In Euro-American culture, changes and variations are often seen as
equated with progress. This notion may create a variable, “exciting” lifestyle
for its individuals and consequently many momentous and memorable events
to dwell upon. In contrast, Asian cultures more often value stability, conti-
nuity, and a fully predictable life, which may lead to a life of repetition and
relative “ordinariness” and thus, fewer memorable personal events.

Conclusions

In this chapter we have reflected on a broad array of influences on autobi-
ographical memory. Developmental psychologists have looked first to the
proximal environments of childhood to understand how factors outside the
individual might bear on the intimate process of personal recollection. As
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we have noted, day-to-day social settings teach values and practices that af-
fect what individuals eventually remember. What individuals believe about
the importance of remembering past events, how they talk about events with
significant others, and how they define themselves more generally helps de-
termine the style and contents of autobiographical memory during and after
childhood.

Even as beliefs, conversational styles, and self-views influence memory,
these factors are themselves embedded in a larger socio-political framework.
To gain a rich perspective on autobiographical memory requires that re-
searchers tread into the traditional domains of anthropologists and sociol-
ogists, taking into account broader aspects of the societies in which people
live. In particular, we have noted that the general political atmosphere of a
society as well as specific government policies and historical transformations
can affect what individuals remember. These overarching factors help to de-
termine which specific aspects of experience individuals focus on, and also
the manner in which memories are expressed.

As our examples have illustrated, some government policies can shape the
functions of personal-event memory in the service of politics. Governments
have occasionally encouraged distinct modes of autobiographical writing and,
perhaps too, remembering. By modifying the family structure in fundamental
ways, government policies can also shape individuals’ daily settings and their
patterns of interacting with significant others. These changes can in turn
affect individuals’ cognitions, including autobiographical memory and self-
concept. Furthermore, a society’s historical transformations in the realms
of value orientation, ideology, and technology can produce new genres of
autobiographical memory across generations.

Cross-cultural studies demonstrate the impact of both larger socio-political
contexts and individuals’ proximal environments on memory. The prevailing
views of selfhood and the predominant social orientation of a society deter-
mine to a great extent how personal experiences are perceived, represented,
and remembered. These cultural factors in the distal environment are medi-
ated through organized daily activities between parents and children that have
an impact on memory development from an early age. Urban/rural differences
in autobiographical memory provide another illustration of such effects of the
broader social context on personal remembering. There are bound to be other
important contextual factors that we have yet to discover.

If there is one take-home lesson from the past decade of memory research,
it is that personal event memory is never completely personal. This is to say
that autobiographical memory is not a sole product of the individual mind
or brain. Nor is it even a straightforward result of dyadic interactions with
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others. While the particular constellation of autobiographical memories that
informs a person’s behavior and sense of self may be unique, such memories
are inseparable from the social and historical contexts in which they occur
(Schudson, 1995; Leichtman, Wang, & Pillemer, 2003; Wang & Brockmeier,
2002). In this sense, the autobiographical memories of any one person are
shaped by those of many other people, including many who have gone
before.

The process of remembering always takes place at a particular social-
political-historical moment and reflects the symbolic meaning system af-
forded by that moment. Autobiographical memory is thus part of the larger
history co-authored by the many individuals of a given society.
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3 Toward a Better Story of Psychology

Sheldon White’s Contributions to the History
of Psychology, A Personal Perspective

William McKinley Runyan

Introduction

Entering Harvard as an undergraduate in 1946, Sheldon (Shep) White in-
tended to study psychology. With strong prior interests in both literature and
politics, scientific psychology seemed a reasonable extension of those inter-
ests, perhaps a way of being rigorously scientific about human behavior and
experience. However, he was dropped into the middle of the fray of debate
about what constitutes a properly scientific psychology (White, 2001).

It felt like being in a broken home, with White shuttling back and forth
between two parents. On one side were the experimental psychologists in the
basement of Memorial Hall, Edwin G. Boring, S. S. Stevens, and by 1948,
B. F. Skinner. He took Psychology 1 with Boring, focusing on experimental
studies of sensation, perception, and reaction time. “It was scientifically vir-
tuous but dull as dishwater” (White, 2001, p. 2). On the other side was the
newly formed Department of Social Relations, with personality and social
psychologists, sociologists, and cultural anthropologists (Allport, Murray,
Parsons, Kluckhohn), with the personality and social psychologists still lo-
cated in Emerson Hall. He took Social Relations 1a with Allport, which had
some colorful readings and lectures, but wondered “what did it all mean pro-
grammatically or scientifically?” (White, 2001, p. 2). Neither group seemed
to have an adequate account of what it and the other group of psychologists
were doing.

White attended graduate school at Iowa, a leading department of experi-
mental psychology dominated by Hull–Spence theory. He experienced this
as an improvement and had a “marvelous time” there. “One of the things I
found most satisfying was that Iowa had a story – of who we psychologists
are, how we got here, what we are trying to do” (p. 3). He was impressed
that theoretical behaviorists like Kenneth Spence acknowledged that current
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experimental research may be limited and dull, but that science needed to
start simply; yet over time, with theory building and “composition laws,”
one would be able to address more complex and interesting human behavior.
“This wasn’t a great story but it was a story” (p. 3).

Sheldon White’s work in the history of psychology can be seen as breaking
out of this world view, and moving toward a better story of psychology.
Many of his generation shifted from behaviorism to cognitive psychology
and cognitive neuroscience, but he also shifted from an internalist story of
psychology to a story of psychology in its social and cultural contexts, and to
a more pluralistic conception of what constitutes scientific psychology.

One traditional question is, How does one understand psychology as a
natural science? White introduces and works with a number of additional
questions: How does one understand psychology as an ethical enterprise?
How does one understand psychology as a moral science? Is developmental
psychology best understood as a natural science, a moral enterprise, or as
a set of projects intertwined with social reconstruction? Is developmental
psychology perhaps a science of personal and societal design?

These are unusual questions that look odd from a natural scientific per-
spective. Hadn’t he learned that science is supposed to be a value-free inquiry
into the mysteries of the natural world? Or, did he first learn that, then learn
more about the social and historical embeddedness of psychology, and come
to a different understanding of the value-saturated human science traditions?

In the spring semester of 1985–86, while writing and editing a book on
the uses of psychology in historical interpetation (Runyan, 1988) and on
sabbatical at Kohlberg’s Center for Moral Development at Harvard, I visited
the first session of Sheldon White’s History of Psychology course to see how
he was covering the field. There were readings from many familiar sources,
but it soon became clear that something different was going on. This wasn’t
like any story about the history of psychology I’d heard before.

There was no textbook, but readings from primary sources in Helmholtz,
Wundt, William James, John Dewey, J. M. Cattell, John Dewey, Morton
Prince, Breuer and Freud, Wolfgang Kohler, B. F. Skinner, S. S. Stevens,
Edward Tolman, George Miller, Karl Lashley, Gordon Allport, Robert Sears,
Daniel Schacter, and other well-known figures. However, the pieces weren’t
falling into their familiar places. The balls weren’t rolling into their accus-
tomed slots. The conceptual framework was difficult to assimilate. However,
it felt obviously right in many ways and seemed like it might be a better story
of psychology.

Wundt was appearing not in his standard place as founder of experimental
psychology, but instead with his cultural-historical work as a contributor to



P1: IWV
0521826187c03.xml CB814B/Pillemer 0 521 82618 7 April 25, 2005 5:35

Sheldon White’s Contributions 61

early social psychology. The individual chapters of William James’s Princi-
ples of Psychology were presented and analyzed. G. Stanley Hall and genetic-
developmental psychology had an unusually prominent place. Francis Bacon
was used to suggest that epistemology in philosophy often stems from a con-
cern with social reform. Inquiry in developmental psychology was seen as
often flowing from changes in social organizations, institutions, and programs
for children and disadvantaged populations. There is not a rising tide of ap-
plause as the discipline gets more experimental. A different story of psychol-
ogy was being developed here, one supported by more detailed knowledge of
the intellectual and social organization of the discipline.

This was NOT a story of psychology becoming increasingly successful
as a natural science, as it moved from Titchenerian introspection, to behav-
iorism and learning theories, to cognitive neuroscience. Rather, White kept
talking about “cooperative empiricisms” employed by different groups of psy-
chologists, often with different visions of the field. This included the early
experimentalists, who appeared in a changed role, as not THE founders of
psychology, but as one contending group among many. The story also includes
the Child Study group at Clark University under G. Stanley Hall, clinical case
analysis by Freud, neurologists, early social psychologists, learning theorists,
cognitive psychologists, and a competing plurality of views about human na-
ture that have affected social policy.

How to conceptualize psychology, and how to organize this pluralistic set
of activities into a discipline? How did these “cooperative empiricisms” relate
to the changing social organization of society? I was in trouble. How much
did I know about 19th- and 20th-century social history, and how it was related
to the rise and fall of different traditions in psychology? And what would I
need to learn to be able to think critically about these kinds of arguments?

I thought I knew something about the philosophy of science, particularly
about the rise and fall of logical positivism, with its loose connection to
various behaviorisms (Smith, 1986), the later impact of Kuhn’s cognitive and
social-historical views, and the more radical sociological and Foucauldian ap-
proaches to scientific knowledge. However, that rug was also pulled out from
under me, as White started analyzing philosophy of science not with Carnap,
Hempel, or Nagel; not with Kuhn; not with Popper and falsificationism; not
with James, Dewey, and pragmatism; not with rationalists versus empiricists
or a Kantian synthesis; but with Francis Bacon. Francis Bacon (1561–1626)!
Bacon was discussed in relation to his Great Instauration (1620), an effort to
reformulate the sciences and their relation to society.

Bacon may be best known as an early philosopher of science, advocating
induction, and as an early utopian, the author of New Atlantis (1627). What
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was he doing in a history of psychology course? Let me quote from notes on
Bacon that White used in his History of Psychology course in the spring of
2000.

Looking back at the past through a disciplinary telescope, the early
psychologists saw a long lineage of ancestral philosophers of knowl-
edge. But these “philosophers” – Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, David
Hume, John Stuart Mill, Herbert Spencer – were not interested in epis-
temology for its own sake. They were men interested in political and
religious reform, who addressed the problem of knowledge as founda-
tional for a larger set of issues. What constitutes a sound notion? On
what notion can good government be built? These writers were intellec-
tuals, philosophes, members of the intelligentsia, “philosophers” in an
older use of that word in English. They were leaders of Enlightenment
efforts to create governments based on secular, rational, scientific social
design.

In psychology, Bacon is sometimes mentioned as an early philosopher of
science, but in White’s view, “Bacon was a politician who led the active,
chancy life of someone prominent in English public life. His advocacy of the
inductive method was the first step in a larger project of a Great Instauration, a
vision of a program of social reform that would inspire Descartes and Hobbes
in the 17th century and come to fruition in the 19th century” (e.g., Comte,
Mill, Spencer, Marx, and Engels).

Is this all true? I didn’t then know enough to be able to judge, and I am still
learning more about this field of issues. It is a large problem space, trying to
relate theory and research in different traditions to social, institutional, and
cultural history. At the time though, in the spring of 1986, I had the sense
that this was a more detailed, better contextualized, and more complex story
about the history of psychology than I was familiar with. It felt deeper, more
socially relevant, and more intellectually adequate. In short, it seemed like
a better story, one which conceptually left Boring’s History of Experimental
Psychology (1929/1950) in the dust. In later years, it provided a stimulating
intellectual complement to Hilgard’s Psychology in America (1987).

It was a story that I wanted to learn more about. On subsequent sabbaticals
and years as a visiting scholar, I had a chance to again audit parts of his courses
on the history of psychology and the history of developmental psychology,
and talk with him about the problems raised. These were probably the most
intellectually rewarding discussions I’ve had with anyone about psychology,
continually raising new perspectives about what psychology is and how it fits
into the world. It was a challenge to relate his perspective on psychology in
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its social contexts to my own primary interest in the study of lives. I used
to feel that the most interesting conversations I’d ever had about psychology
were with Henry Murray from 1970 to 1986, but over the last fifteen years,
I’ve learned more from Shep White than anyone else, in person or in print,
about the social and human meanings of psychology, and about the lives and
careers of psychologists in different traditions. Getting together for a “quick
sandwich” at the William James cafeteria often lasted three to four hours, or
an afternoon chat would interfere with dinner plans. This chapter provides a
welcome opportunity to think more carefully about the alternative views of
the history of psychology that he was developing.

Debates about the need for a human science psychology to complement
experimental natural science psychology have been kicking around for over a
hundred years. Shep White’s vision of developmental psychology as a human
enterprise is, in my view, a major contribution to the human sciences and a
way of understanding the details of work in different traditions in psychology
related to wider social and cultural contexts.

He may have a better story of psychology, although not a perfect one. From
my perspective, the social and cultural contexts of developmental psychology
are illuminating, yet I also want to learn about the life histories of the people
involved. The publications, with the exception of his work on G. Stanley Hall
(White, 1992), often don’t say a lot about this; but in conversation, White
has empathic, critical, and insightful things to say about the lives and careers,
about the “life plans and broken dreams” of many of those making a life in
psychology.

With Emily Cahan, Shep White has traced the story of these human science
traditions in psychology from Auguste Comte, John Stuart Mill, and Wilhelm
Wundt, to Hugo Munsterberg and Gordon Allport (Cahan & White, 1992).
Each called, in different ways, for a “human science psychology” or a “second
psychology” to complement natural science laboratory-based experimental
psychology. The tensions between these two visions came to life yet again
in the split between experimental psychology and social relations at Harvard
from 1946 to 1972, and though less visible, may not yet be resolved.

Cognitive neuroscience has an appealing story about itself in relation to
psychology that has attracted many, and it seems likely to be more successful
than earlier natural science visions such as Titchener’s experimental psychol-
ogy, or the behavioral and learning theory formulations that dominated from
the 1930s through the 1950s. However, all three natural science programs, in-
cluding cognitive neuroscience, have trouble dealing adequately with social-
political contexts, cultural history, and the life histories of individuals. White
has developed a vision of psychology in its social and cultural contexts
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that provides resources for reconstructing our understanding of the human
science traditions in psychology. Rather than being dismissed as inadequately
scientific, their methods and contributions need to be brought into clearer
conceptual focus. It may turn out that social-cultural-historical approaches
to psychology are indispensable complements to cognitive neuroscience and
are even required resources for understanding the history of both “hard”
and “soft” traditions in psychology in their social, cultural, and personal
contexts.

This chapter discusses several of Shep White’s contributions to the history
of psychology, interwoven with a little about the contexts of his life and
career. In particular, I’ll draw on material from his publications “The Learning
Theory Tradition and Child Psychology” (1970); “Psychology in All Sorts
of Places” (1980) (a difficult-to-find chapter, which is perhaps my favorite);
“Proposals for a Second Psychology” (Cahan & White, 1992) in the American
Psychologist; and most recently, his Heinz Werner lectures at Clark University
in May 2001 published as Developmental Psychology as a Human Enterpise
(2001). These are supplemented by having audited his courses, the History
of Psychology and the History of Developmental Psychology, and by having
had talks and e-mail exchanges with him about these issues since the spring
of 1986.

This is not a comprehensive review of all his contributions to the history
of psychology; rather, as is inevitably the case, it is a personal perspective on
how his work is perceived in light of my particular experience and interests.
I have long been interested in the study of lives, and more recently in how the
study of lives is related to the history of psychology (Runyan, 1982, 1988,
2003). I expect that others with backgrounds in developmental psychology,
social policy, or the history and philosophy of science might well interpret
his work differently.

Steps Toward a Better Story of Psychology

The Learning Theory Tradition and Child Psychology (1970)

As an associate editor of Carmichael’s Manual of Child Psychology (Mussen,
1970), Shep White wrote the chapter on learning theory. This was not a raving
endorsement of learning theory. The spell of Hull–Spence learning theory
from graduate school at Iowa had been broken.

He granted that the stimulus-response tradition still remains an identifi-
able tradition, but “among child psychologists, as among psychologists in
general, it is a waning tradition” (p. 657). Drawing on an analogy from Hebb
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(1960), he said that in psychology, we are in the second American revolution.
“The first American revolution overthrew introspection, the Psychology
of Consciousness, and Titchenerian structuralism; it established stimulus-
response analysis, the Psychology of Behavior, and the learning theories”
(p. 657). Although often dated from Watson’s 1913 paper, “Psychology as
a Behaviorist Views It,” the switch to behaviorism may have taken several
decades to establish itself. The second ongoing revolution in 1970 was cog-
nitive functionalism, with Piaget, Werner, Chomsky, ethology, and Russian
psychologists (e.g., Luria) and an alignment with neurophysiology.

One surprising thing about the behavioral revolution was that although it
had been central in theoretical work in academic psychology in the 1930s and
1940s, it did not become prominent in child psychology until the 1950s. Child
psychologists may have been more influenced by a genetic point of view, as
advocated earlier by G. Stanley Hall and later by Heinz Werner.

In a key paragraph near the end of the chapter, White says “We have all
become a little tired of methodology, of scientific prospecti, of those seductive
analogies between psychology and physics-seen-at-a-distance (White, 1970,
p. 687).” As a result of this heresy, White says he was “excommunicated”
from the learning theory community, and for a long time, Charles Spiker, his
dissertation chair at Iowa, would not speak to him.

What led to the move away from behavioral learning theory? After White
received his Ph.D. from Iowa in 1957, he started teaching at the University
of Chicago in 1957, and said that people there, like Eckard Hess, just didn’t
find the Hull–Spence story credible. He published a number of experimental
studies on learning and perception until the mid-1960s, but was troubled by the
question: Is this a worthwhile way for a man to spend his life? By 1963–64,
he was a fellow at the Center for Cognitive Psychology at Harvard. After
moving to the Harvard Graduate School of Education in 1965, he started
consulting on a number of social programs for children like Head Start, Follow
Through, and Sesame Street. By 1973, he was lead author of a three-volume
report, Federal Programs for Young Children: Review and Recommendations.
White was ready for a different approach to psychology, both experimental and
applied, and his relations with it. By the time of the 1978 Houston Symposium
(White, 1980) discussed in the next section, he had a different way to conceive
the stories that psychologists tell themselves about their discipline.

Psychology in All Sorts of Places (1980)

Psychologists are formed into an identifiable group through historical pro-
cesses, including the creation of myths and factual historical accounts about
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their origin. White draws on the ideas of Mircea Eliade, historian of religion,
about the function of tribal myths for initiating neophytes into the tribal tradi-
tions. In learning about the “Dream Time,” or what happened at the beginning,
the initiate also learns how to be “oriented” in this world, and what he or she
must do to participate in it. White acknowledges that it is a huge leap, but
suggests that the narrative histories of psychology, with stories about ances-
tors, also set forth a dream time, in which meaningful relations are created
and orientation for the present is provided.

One significant difference is that narrative histories of psychology are
debatable and corrigible. These histories can be tested against empirical ev-
idence, and perhaps become “stories with footnotes” (White, 1980, p. 108).
White says that when students are first exposed to a history of the discipline,
such as Boring (1950) or Murphy and Kovach (1972), they often experience
a “feeling of relaxation, of understanding of organization. ‘Now I see how
the pieces fit together. . . . ’ ‘Now it all makes a little sense.’” (p. 110). Em-
pirical historical research can lead to doubts about the received story and to
construction of revised or new histories.

When things are going smoothly for the discipline, psychologists may
not feel the need for a lot of specialized knowledge about its history, but
can do their research, writing, and teaching and function effectively within
the community with extant stories. One story goes as follows: “We view
psychology as a kind of continuation of traditional philosophical inquiry,
armchair philosophy become scientific” (p. 110). If we squint, and look in
just the right direction, we can see a story that looks like that. “Our dream
time being, roughly, at about the time of Sir Francis Bacon, the Novum
Organum, and the rise of the spirit of science. A rising tide of scientific inquiry
begat, on the one side, Hobbes and Locke, patriarch of the house of Skinner,
and, on the other Descartes, patriarch of the house of Piaget” (White, 1980,
p. 110).

Philosophical inquiry proceeds with an empiricist tradition (Berkeley,
Hume, the Mills) and a rationalist tradition (Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz).
“In 1879 there begins, in Wundt’s laboratory the scientific and experimental
pursuit of psychology, philosophy pursued by other means. The laboratory of
psychology grows, at first expressed in introspectionism, then in functional-
ism and behaviorism, finally emerging at present in information-processing
and genetic epistemology” (p. 110). (If we continue the story to the present
day, add cognitive neuroscience.) It seems that philosophical ideas about
thinking are now being investigated with science and experimental methods,
“and we realize the special value of our house, which is progress, scientific
movement” (p. 111).
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White suggests an alternative perspective from which to view the history of
psychology. Psychologists often views the past as epistemological philosophy
becoming epistemological psychology. However, White finds that “these epis-
temological movements are part of a larger picture, a broad effort to recon-
struct knowledge in the interest of creating reformed government” (p. 111).

Francis Bacon was an advocate of induction, which we now see as limited.
However, his work did not begin and end in ideas, but his project was to re-
construct methods of science, then reconstruct biological and social sciences,
and finally, to reconstruct government.

“This program of comprehensive reconstruction caught the imagination of
Thomas Hobbes and Rene Descartes.” Two centuries later, “something like a
fulfillment of Bacon’s project of a Great Instauration – philosophical, scien-
tific, and governmental truths all inter-rationalized to offer a social directive –
emerges in the middle part of the nineteenth century” (p. 112). From the
right, there is Herbert Spencer with the 10 volumes of his Synthetic Philos-
ophy, arguing for laissez-faire economics, and called by his critics “Social
Darwinism.” From the left, there are Marx and Engels, developing the ide-
ology of Communism. Both groups felt that Darwin’s theory of evolution
provided scientific support for their social-political views.

In relation to the history of psychology, around the beginning of the
20th century, there are visions of “scientific management,” measuring people
and their capacities, and their institutions, “factories, schools, governmen-
tal agencies, homes – bettered by rational analysis and calculated planning”
(p. 112).

Human service agencies began to be professionalized, with government
programs for the young, the old, the handicapped, the unemployed, and the
poor, with a wave in the New Deal of the 1930s, and another wave with the War
on Poverty in the 1960s. (One strand I would add to this is that the formation of
personality psychology, beginning with Allport’s Personality: A Psychologi-
cal Interpretation (1937), can be traced back to Allport’s dissertation in 1922
on “An Experimental Study of Traits with Special Reference to Social Diag-
nosis,” which was done both in psychology and in social ethics, drawing partly
on the ideas of Richard Clarke Cabot about differential diagnosis in medicine
and the use of case histories. It also drew on Allport’s exposure to “human
science” traditions through the ideas of Stern and “personalism” that Allport
learned more about in his postdoctoral year in Germany in 1922–23.)

The growth of psychology, particularly “applied psychology” and some of
the “second psychologies” are “tied to, and formed by, contemporary concern
to build a rational basis for education, social work, psychiatry, the courts”
(p. 112). Applied psychology does not come after basic psychology, but they
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emerge together. The growth of psychology is part of a broader movement
toward “rationalized social practice” (p. 112).

This says it more clearly than I understood when first hearing White’s
course. If psychology comes not just out of laboratory experimentation, but is
also interwoven with the growth of social institutions and efforts to rationalize
them, this is a different story than the one about epistemic issues in philosophy
being tested in experimental psychology laboratories.

Proposals for a Second Psychology (Cahan and White, 1992)

Hugo Munsterberg (1863–1916) was invited to Harvard by William James in
1892 to run the Harvard Psychology Laboratory. Munsterberg had received
his Ph.D. in psychology under Wundt, and then an M.D. He had criticized
Wundt’s work in a way that pleased James, he was intelligent and hard work-
ing, and it seemed he could be a valuable addition to the Harvard Psychology
department. What is less known is that Munsterberg also had some exposure
to the “human science” tradition in Germany, meeting with Rickert, one of
the founders of human science in a discussion group that met at Max Weber’s
house.

Munsterberg’s textbook Psychology: General and Applied (1915) argued
that there were two branches of psychology, a natural science “causal”
psychology, and a human science “purposive” psychology. In Munsterberg’s
view, the two psychologies “do not exclude each other, they supplement each
other, they support each other, they demand each other” (Cahan & White,
1992, p. 224). Munsterberg, however, argued that psychology should be kept
separate from history. In his autobiography, Gordon Allport (1967) reports
listening to Munsterberg’s lectures as an undergraduate and wondering if
causal and purposive psychology could be reconciled or fused. For the rest
of his career, Allport attempted to mediate relations between natural sci-
ence and human science visions of psychology, in order to effectively study
“individuality.”

Cahan and White (1992) traced the story of these human science traditions
in psychology from Auguste Comte, John Stuart Mill, and Wilhelm Wundt,
to Hugo Munsterberg and Gordon Allport (Cahan & White, 1992). Each
called, in different ways, for a “human science psychology” or a “second
psychology” to complement natural science laboratory-based experimental
psychology. The tensions between these two visions came to life again in the
split between experimental psychology and Social Relations at Harvard from
1946 to 1972, and though less visible, are not yet resolved. Shep White’s con-
tributions to the social history of developmental psychology provide resources
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for rethinking the relations between natural science and human science vi-
sions of psychology and between cognitive neuroscience and social-cultural-
historical psychology, which will be discussed later in this chapter.

Developmental Psychology As a Human Enterprise (2001)

In May 2001, Shep White gave the Heinz Werner lectures at Clark University,
which resulted in the book Developmental Psychology As a Human Enterprise
(2001). The lectures were given in two parts, the first “Child Study: Exploring
New Contexts and Possibilities,” and the second “Developmental Psychology
as a Science of Personal and Societal Design.”

The first lecture addresses the question, “What is the value of develop-
mental psychology as a cooperative human enterprise?” He responds to three
criticisms of developmental psychology, that it studies the obvious, that it is
beset by pluralisms, and that its scientific status is questionable. The second
lecture analyzes the programs of collaborative empiricism which emerged in
developmental psychology. There was not just the single program of exper-
imental research from Wundt’s Leipzig laboratory, but a variety of research
programs from the beginning, identified as early as Dewey (1887) or James
(1890).

White argues that there were three relatively independent establishments
of developmental psychology: G. Stanley Hall’s Child Study movement at
Clark University until World War I; the child development movement with
child development centers and institutes, from roughly the 1920s to 1950;
and the rise of theoretically based developmental psychology with Piaget,
Werner, Vygotsky, and others beginning in the 1960s.

In the chapter discussed earlier, “The Learning Theory Tradition and Child
Psychology” (1970), White indicated his disillusion with the Hull–Spence
tradition that he’d learned as a graduate student at Iowa. By the 1960s, that
tradition had begun to lose credibility with him and many other psychologists.
This is often described as a paradigm shift within experimental psychology
from behaviorism to the “Cognitive Revolution.” White suggests it was some-
thing broader than that. It wasn’t just a paradigm shift within experimental
psychology, but a shift in conceptions of the relative place of experimentation
and other methods within psychology.

Boring’s History of Experimental Psychology (1929) had celebrated the
opening of Wundt’s Leipzig laboratory in 1879 as foundational in ex-
perimental psychology. This “birthdate” of psychology was reinforced in
1979 when the American Psychological Association celebrated the 100th
anniversary of the event. However, it became clear by the 1960s that
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“clinical psychology, personality psychology, social psychology, and devel-
opmental psychology did not grow out of the brass-instruments laboratory at
Leipzig” (pp. 4–5). Rather, the nonexperimental traditions had theories and
research methods of their own, and needed histories of their own research
traditions.

Working as a psychologist consulting on poverty programs for children,
White began to “catch glimpses of a very different history of developmental
psychology” (p. 5). In chapter 2 of vol. 1 of the three-volume report Fed-
eral Programs for Young Children: Review and Recommendations (1973), he
reviewed a history of government programs for disadvantaged children and
their major public purposes. “It was immediately evident to me that the his-
tory of public activities for children ran right into the history of developmental
psychology, and it was at that point that I began to believe that the history of
developmental psychology could only be fully understood by taking into ac-
count the “externalist” social and political forces impinging on the field” (p. 6).

“Part of the impetus for the establishment of developmental psychology
came because American society formed a new system for the care, protection,
and education of children in the later half of the 19th century” (p. 12). Some
old roles, such as parent or teacher, were modified, while a number of new
social roles were created, such as pediatrician, social worker, kindergarten
teacher, or juvenile-court judge. New institutional structures were created
for children, along with needs for new ways of conceptualizing children and
human development. “While developmental psychology can reasonably be
called a science, it cannot be what some have spoken about as a value-free
science. Developmental psychology has served as a moral science, offering
values and ideals to those concerned with the upbringing and education of
American children” (p. 46).

He suggests that contemporary graduate training in developmental psy-
chology should include more than training in how to do well-designed re-
search. In addition, “students need an understanding of the larger purposes
and meaning of their field” (p. 46). More work is needed on the social and
political history of developmental psychology, and on the “diffusion of peo-
ple, ideas, and methods back and forth between developmental psychology
and the places and spaces of the “real world” (p. 46). (To me, it seems that
Shep White’s own work in analyzing the social institutional sources and uses
of developmental psychology illustrates the power and value of a “second
science” tradition in psychology.)

When Shep White entered Harvard in 1946, he found that the psychology
department had broken in two, between experimental psychologists and the
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personality and social psychologists in Social Relations. In 1970, sociology
withdrew from Social Relations, and in 1972, the cultural anthropologists
returned to anthropology, and the experimental, social, personality, and de-
velopmental psychologists were combined in a Department of Psychology
and Social Relations. In the spring of 1986, almost 40 years after his arrival
as a freshman, as Chair of the Department of Psychology and Social Rela-
tions, his duty was to move, at a meeting of the Faculty of Arts and Sciences,
that the name be changed back to a single unified “Department of Psychol-
ogy.” “It was a rare experience. How many children of a broken home are
ever given the chance to repair the break?” (p. 47).

Cooperative Empiricisms in the Human Sciences:
Nomothetic, Historical, and Experiential

The Harvard psychology department is now back in one unified department
that is divided into four areas: Cognition, Brain, and Behavior; Developmen-
tal Psychology; Experimental Psychopathology and the Clinical Group; and
Social Psychology. Experimental interests have evolved over the years from
experimental psychophysics, to behaviorism, to cognitive psychology, and
now to Cognition, Brain, and Behavior. There are a number of labs studying
varying aspects of cognitive neuroscience, and the personality and clinical
areas have been replaced by Experimental Psychopathology, with a Clinical
Group added to it in recent years.

What, though, has happened with the “human science” traditions, designed
to complement laboratory-based psychology? What happened with the social
and cultural levels of analysis in the Social Relations Department? What
happened with the study of individual lives? Are aspects of these human
science traditions included in the four subject areas? Or is there a need to
supplement them, and to complement cognitive neuroscience with greater
attention to social-political contexts, cultural history, and life histories?

One of the problems with the “second psychologies” is that experimental
psychology may be turning out more empirical research papers, while second
psychologies are more often writing programmatic papers about “the need to
broaden concepts of what science should be and do” (Cahan & White, 1992,
p. 229). That may be in part because there is not yet an adequate conceptual
framework, and/or an adequate institutional context, in which practitioners
of second psychology can effectively pursue their research, publishing, and
teaching. This may be one of the conditions which can motivate attention to
philosophical issues, or to historical research and reinterpretation.
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A phrase that Shep White frequently uses is that of “cooperative empiri-
cisms,” as practiced by experimental psychologists or by different generations
of developmental psychologists. It may be that just such “cooperative empiri-
cisms” are needed for the human science traditions. Dilthey (1887/1988)
conceived his work on the human sciences as part of a larger “critique of
historical reason.” I would argue that processes involved in historical inquiry
such as contextualizing, particularizing, and interpreting are central in case
study interpretation, in analyzing cultural history, and in studying the social
contexts of developmental psychology.

These historical-interpretive methods may be central to many of the sec-
ond psychology or human science traditions discussed in Cahan and White
(1992). Historical-interpretive methods may be as central to the human sci-
ences as experimental methods are to natural science psychology.

One additional human science method can be conceived as “cooperative
experientialism,” or the processes through which a group of people make
individual and collaborative efforts to better understand their own personal
subjective experiences and that of others. This was pursued in the psycho-
analytic and humanistic traditions, and efforts to better understand personal
experience and meanings have been a significant part of the human sciences
more broadly.

To summarize, there are at least three kinds of collaborative empiricisms:
(1) nomothetic empiricism, which may be correlational or experimental;
(2) historical empiricism, concerned with contextualizing, particularizing,
and interpreting; and (3) personal, experiential empiricism, concerned with
learning about the subjective experiences of self and others. While natural
science visions draw on nomothetic empiricisms, testing general theories
with quantitative and experimental methods; human science traditions con-
centrate more on interpreting particulars, drawing on historical-interpretive
and personal-experiential empiricisms.

Lee Cronbach wrote about the “two disciplines of scientific psychology”
(1957), experimental and correlational psychology; then, in “Beyond the Two
Disciplines of Scientific Psychology” (1975), he referred to person X situa-
tion interactions, or the interaction of individual differences with situational-
experimental conditions. Toward the end of his career, he talked about the
value of historical accounts, and not only randomized experiments, in eval-
uation research (Cronbach, 1982). To extend Cronbach’s language, there are
not just “two disciplines of scientific psychology,” but at least a “third dis-
cipline of scientific psychology,” namely historical-interpretive psychology
(Runyan, 2003, in press).
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In psychology textbooks, there is often a hierarchical or “pecking order”
discussion of research methods, starting with case studies used to formulate
hypotheses, then correlational methods to explore quantitative relationships,
and finally, experimental methods to more rigorously analyze causal relation-
ships. This is true, but it is only part of the story. It is one way of thinking about
the relationships between these three methods, organized around a search for
general causal relationships. If one’s purpose is to better understand an in-
dividual case, then relations between the methods change. Correlational and
experimental studies become resources that can be employed to form interpre-
tive hypotheses about the individual case, which then need to be rigorously
examined with idiographic historical-interpretive methods (Runyan, 1982,
1997).

The relations between “natural science” methods and “historical science”
methods are formulated in a useful way in Harvard’s Core Curriculum. His-
torical science methods are concerned with explaining complex sequences of
historically contingent events and processes. For example, in evolutionary bi-
ology, how to understand the evolution of particular species, or why dinosaurs
became extinct 65 million years ago. In historical geology, how to understand
the formation and history of the earth, or how to understand continental drift.
In the spring of 1986, while auditing Shep White’s course on the history of
psychology, I was also auditing Stephen Jay Gould’s course on “History of
the Earth and of Life,” with his making a case for “historical science” in both
evolutionary biology and historical geology (cf. Gould, 1986, 1989, 2002).

In Harvard’s Core Curriculum for undergraduate electives launched in
1978, there was debate about what science courses should be required. Un-
dergraduates were required to take electives in both Science A and Science
B. Science A courses “are intended to introduce students to areas of science
dealing primarily with deductive and quantitative aspects and to increase the
student’s understanding of the physical world.” For example, Science A-16
is “Modern Physics: Concepts and Development,” and Science A-25 is
“Chemistry of the 20th Century.”

Science B courses are “intended to provide a general understanding of
science as a way of looking at man and the world by introducing students to
complex natural systems with a substantial historical or evolutionary compo-
nent.” For example, Science B-15 is “Evolutionary Biology” taught by E. O.
Wilson, while Science B-16, “History of the Earth and of Life” was taught by
Stephen Jay Gould, who had done much to argue for the importance of “his-
torical science” as a way of scientific knowing. Historical science methods
may be employed in biological, physical, or social sciences.
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In auditing Gould’s course and having occasional discussions with him,
I was repeatedly struck with the relevance of these issues for the study
of lives, and for the “human science” traditions in psychology. Historical
science methods in psychology include processes such as contextualizing
(relating psychology to external social, cultural, and historical contexts as
well as to internal biological structures and processes), particularizing, form-
ing and testing interpretive hypotheses, historicizing, and working toward
more adequate narrative and interpretive accounts. Historical science meth-
ods may be as central to the “human science” or “second psychology” tradi-
tions as quantitative and experimental methods have been for the nomothetic
“natural science” traditions in psychology.

Accounts of relations between life, work, and social-cultural contexts are
examples of “historical science” inquiry of interest to psychologists trying
to understand their discipline. Autobiographical accounts have been written
not only by psychoanalysts but also by experimental psychologists. While
working on his History of Experimental Psychology (1929), Edwin G. Boring
set up the book series A History of Psychology in Autobiography (Murchison,
1930), inviting eminent psychologists to write intellectual autobiographies.
The first volume was published in 1930, while Boring contributed a chapter
of his own to vol. 4 in 1952, and a longer one in Psychologist at Large (1961).
Skinner contributed a chapter to vol. 5 in 1967, and went on to publish a
three-volume autobiography. The series has gone through eight volumes,
broadening its focus when Gardner Lindzey became co-editor for vol. 5 in
1967, with the most recent, vol. 8, in 1989. Currently, Lindzey and I are
organizing vol. 9 in the series.

The course of autobiographical and biographical inquiry sometimes leads
to progress in understanding (Runyan, 1997). Consider, for example, the
history of Freud interpretation, from Freud’s own partially autobiographical
writings, through the early critiques by Wittels in 1923, to Ernest Jones’s three-
volume biography (Jones, 1953, 1955, 1957), to Henri Ellenberger’s mas-
sively informed Discovery of the Unconscious (1970), through Paul Roazen’s
research on the personal side of Freud and His Followers (1975), to critiques
by Sulloway (1979) and many others, to Peter Gay’s (1988) defense. This
dialectic of advocacy and critique may have reached a more satisfactory syn-
thesis in Louis Breger’s Freud: Darkness in the Midst of Vision (2000). This
is an account attempting to reveal both Freud’s powerful intellectual insights,
and how they’re interwoven with dogmatism, error, and dictatorial treatment
of his followers. The history of Freud biography illustrates both the poten-
tials and limitations of the historical and interpretive processes utilized in the
human sciences.
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The success of human science inquiry in advancing our understanding of
relations between work and life is also being demonstrated in the course of
Darwin biography, from his own autobiography, to the letters edited by his
son (1887), to the 12 published and annotated volumes of his correspondence
recently completed, through the two volumes of Janet Brown’s recent biogra-
phy (1995, 2002). Another example of success in cumulative, progressively
more adequate human science understanding of the relations between life
and work is illustrated in the course of scholarship on William James, from
his son’s editing of William James’s letters (1920), to Ralph Barton Perry’s
two-volume The Thought and Character of William James (1935), through
Gay Wilson Allen’s biography (1961), to The Jameses: A Family Narrative
(1991) by R. W. B. Lewis, to recent biographies by Linda Simon (1998) and
others. This biographical work is supplemented by the Harvard University
Press’s carefully annotated The Works of William James in 19 volumes, and
the 11 (out of a projected 12) annotated volumes of the Correspondence of
William James by the University Press of Virginia. This may be put down
as mere “armchair” psychology, but may involve an amount of cumulative
intellectual work which compares favorably with that in most quantitative
analyses or laboratory experiments.

The objection may arise, “But how does this count as psychology? Isn’t it
part of humanistic scholarship?” YES! The human science side of psychology
overlaps, and legitimately overlaps, with biography and history; just as the
natural science side of psychology overlaps, and legitimately overlaps, with
biology as in neuroscience, genetics, and evolutionary psychology.

If we start paring away the overlap of psychology with allied disciplines
such as biology (on the natural science side), or biography and history (on the
human science side), psychology will become a scrawny, emaciated reminder
of what it might have been. In order not to become lopsided, psychology needs
to be developed not only on its biological natural science side, but also on
its historical human science side. The issue is repeatedly advocated by two
centuries of those working on the human science or “second psychology”
side of psychology (Cahan & White, 1992).

What is needed to move “toward a better story of psychology”? If Shep
White is right, philosophical programs, back to Francis Bacon and on through
the empiricists and rationalists, as well as scientific programs of “cooperative
empiricism” in psychology were often related to programs for social-political
reform. From my perspective, these intellectual and social-political programs
can also be usefully understood in relation to the personal and life historical
processes of the individuals involved. With Francis Bacon, as White argues,
his concern with induction and philosophy of science were related to his
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interests in social-political reform. However, Bacon’s intellectual ambitions
and social-political aspirations may both need to be understood in relation
to his personal history. His father died when Bacon was 18 in 1579, and as
the fifth and youngest child of his father’s second wife, Bacon died before
he received an adequate inheritance, and thus Bacon was forced to try to
make his fortune navigating the treacherous waters of court politics, when
he would have preferred to spend his time on intellectual projects (Jardine
& Stewart, 1998). Only after Bacon was impeached for bribery in 1621, did
he have the last five years of his life to work with fewer interruptions on
his major intellectual projects. “In later years, Bacon was careful to separate
his life into a “before” period of intellectual intrigue, treacherous behavior
of friends, and social climbing, and an “after” of austere scientific inquiry
in a country retreat” (Jardine & Stewart, 1998, p. 19). Posterity was left
with “two clearly incompatible versions of Francis Bacon. All subsequent
biography has struggled to resolve them” (p. 19). In understanding the history
of psychology, we too are left with questions about how to understand the
varied relations between scientific inquiry, social-political interests, and the
conduct of individual lives.

White convincingly argues that intellectual projects in philosophy and in
psychology are often related to social, political concerns. I would add that both
intellectual programs and social-political aspirations can often be illuminated
by understanding their place in the life histories of particular individuals in
their social, cultural, and historical contexts. Rather than seeing psychology
through a solely intellectual lens as the empirical testing of philosophical
speculations, perhaps psychology can be seen as part of a triangle of scientific-
intellectual, social-political, and personal worlds co-constructing each other
over the course of time.

Conclusion

Let’s give the last word, or rather, the next to last word, to William James. One
of his last published papers is “A Great French Philosopher at Harvard” in the
Nation, on March 31, 1910. In reporting enthusiastically about the lectures
of Emile Boutroux (1845–1921), James summarized some of his own late
views about natural science versus human science approaches to psychology.
“Carried away by the triumphs of chemistry, physics, and mathematics, these
men imagined that the frame of things was eternally and literally mechanical,
and that truth was reached by abstracting from it everything connected with
personality . . . Boutroux took the diametrically opposite view. It is the element
we wholly live in, it is what Plutarch’s and Shakespeare’s pages give us, it
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is the superabounding, growing, every-varying, and novelty-discovering. Its
real shape is biography and history” (James, 1910/1978, pp. 169, 171).

James said lots of things, which can be used to support many different
positions. The position I’ll use him for here is to suggest the limitations of a
natural science only view of the psychological world, and the need also for
the varying, growing, and novelty-discovering disciplines of biography and
history. These topics have been pursued for many years within the “human
sciences” and various “second psychologies” (Cahan & White, 1992).

At Harvard, a concern for the study of lives and for psychology in relation
to social and cultural contexts was one factor leading to a split between ex-
perimental psychology and a newly formed Social Relations Department in
1946, which was the situation faced by Shep White as an undergraduate from
1946 to 1951. As a graduate student at the University of Iowa, he was drawn
to the experimental learning theory of Kenneth Spence and began work as
an experimental child psychologist. By the time of his 1970 handbook chap-
ter on “The learning theory tradition and child psychology,” he had become
disillusioned with that vision of scientific psychology and more interested in
cognitive psychology. By the late 1960s he had become involved in consulting
on social programs and policies for children (White et al., 1973). This work
on social policy led him to see that the history of developmental psychology
could be understood only in relation to “externalist” social, political, and or-
ganizational processes. Thus began a process of reconceptualizing the history
of psychology, as well as reconceptualizing developmental psychology itself
and its place in a world of designed institutions. One recent statement of
this alternative vision is that developmental psychology “came into existence
when people began to live in society composed of myriad designed institu-
tions, when people needed to think about human motives and abilities and
needs in order to create the institutions, and when individuals living in these
new and slowly changing societies confronted historically new responsibili-
ties for designing their own and their children’s development” (White, 2003,
p. 204).

When, as Chair of the Department of Psychology and Social Relations,
White moved in 1986 that the name of the department be shortened to “Depart-
ment of Psychology,” this may have been associated with more harmonious
relations between different groups of psychologists, now organized into the
four areas of Cognition, Brain and Behavior; Developmental Psychology; Ex-
perimental Psychopathology and the Clinical Group; and Social Psychology.

What, though, has happened with the “second psychology,” or “human
science” traditions, and with the interdisciplinary perspectives of Social
Relations? Cognitive neuroscience seems to have become increasingly
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influential as an integrative tradition, directing attention to underlying neu-
rological structures and processes related to topics in each of the four areas
of the department. What about social and cultural contexts of psychology?
The relations of psychology with sociology and anthropology? Or the study
of individual lives? Are parts of the earlier Social Relations projects worth
retaining or developing?

With increasing attention given to biological levels of analysis, what do
we do about the relations of psychology to social, cultural, life historical, and
historical levels of analysis? Sheldon White’s work linking developmental
psychology to social policy and institutions and his research in the social
history of developmental psychology are original and illuminating examples
of interdisciplinary psychosocial inquiry. They provide much for us to build
on in developing adequately pluralistic conceptions of scientific psychol-
ogy, and in developing better stories of psychology, both retrospectively and
prospectively.

References

Allen, G. W. (1967). William James. New York: Viking.
Allport, G. W. (1937). Personality: A Psychological Interpretation. New York: Holt.
Allport, G. W. (1967). Gordon W. Allport. In E. G. Boring & G. Lindzey (Eds). A History

of Psychology in Autobiography, Vol. 5. New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts.
Bacon, F. (1620). The Great Instauration. Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1937.
Bacon, F. (1627). New Atlantis; and, The Great Instauration. J. Weinberger (Ed.).

Arlington Heights, IN.: Davidson.
Boring, E. G. (1929/1950). A History of Experimental Psychology. New York: Century.
Boring, E. G. (1961). Psychologist at Large. New York: Basic Books.
Breger, L. (2000). Freud: Darkness in the Midst of Vision. New York: Wiley.
Brown, J. (1995). Charles Darwin: Voyaging. New York: Knopf.
Brown, J. (2002). Charles Darwin: The Power of Place. New York: Knopf.
Cahan, E. D., & White, S. H. (1992). Proposals for a second psychology. American

Psychologist 47, 224–235.
Cronbach, L. J. (1957). The two disciplines of scientific psychology. American Psychol-

ogist 12, 671–684.
Cronbach, L. J. (1975). Beyond the two disciplines of scientific psychology. American

Psychologist 30, 116–127.
Cronbach, L. J. (1982). Designing Evaluations of Educational and Social Programs.

San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Darwin, F. (Ed.). (1887). The Life and Letters of Charles Darwin, 3 vols. London:

Murray.
Dewey, J. (1887/1967). Psychology. In Jo Ann Boydston (Ed.), John Dewey: Vol. 2. The

Early Works, 1882–1898. Carbondale and Edwardsville, IL: Southern Illinois Press.
Dilthey, W. (1887/1988). Introduction to the Human Sciences. Princeton, NJ: Princeton

University Press.



P1: IWV
0521826187c03.xml CB814B/Pillemer 0 521 82618 7 April 25, 2005 5:35

Sheldon White’s Contributions 79

Ellenberger, H. (1970). The Discovery of the Unconscious. New York: Basic Books.
Gay, P. (1988). Freud: A Life for our Time. New York: Norton.
Gould, S. J. (1986). Evolution and the triumph of homology, or why history matters.

American Scientist, Jan–Feb.: 60–69.
Gould S. J. (1989). Wonderful Life: The Burgess Shale and the Nature of History. New

York: Norton.
Gould S. J. (2002). The Structure of Evolutionary Theory. Cambridge, MA: Harvard

University Press.
Hebb, D. (1960). The American revolution. American Psychologist 15, 735–745.
Hilgard, E. (1987). Psychology in America: A Historical Survey. San Diego: Harcourt

Brace Jovanovich.
James, H. (Ed.). (1920). The Letters of William James. Boston: Atlantic Monthly Press.
James, W. (1890). Principles of Psychology, vols. 1 and 2. New York: Holt.
James, W. (1910/1978). A great French philosopher at Harvard. The Works of William

James, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
James, W. (1920). The Letters of William James (edited by his son Henry James). Boston:

Atlantic Monthly Press.
Jardine, L., & Stewart, A. (1998). Hostage to Fortune: The Troubled Life of Francis

Bacon. London: Phoenix Giant.
Jones, E. (1953, 1955, 1957). The Life and Work of Sigmund Freud, 3 vols. New York:

Basic.
Lewis, R. W. B. (1991). The Jameses: A Family Narrative. New York: Farrar, Straus,

and Geroux.
Munsterberg, H. (1915). Psychology: General and Applied. New York: Appleton.
Murchison, C. (Ed.). (1930). A History of Psychology in Autobiography, Vol. 1.

Worcester, MA.: Clark University Press.
Murphy, G., & Kovach, J. K. (1972). Historical Introduction to Modern Psychology,

3rd ed. New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich.
Mussen, P. H. (Ed.), (1970). Carmichael’s Manual of Child Psychology, 3rd ed.

New York: Wiley.
Perry, R. B. (1935). The Thought and Character of William James. Boston: Little, Brown.
Roazen, P. (1975). Freud and His Followers. New York: Knopf.
Runyan, W. M. (1982). Life Histories and Psychobiography: Explorations in Theory

and Method. New York: Oxford University Press.
Runyan, W. M. (Ed.) (1988). Psychology and Historical Interpretation. New York:

Oxford University Press.
Runyan, W. M. (1997). Studying lives: Psychobiography and the conceptual structure of

personality psychology. In R. Hogan et al. (Eds.), Handbook of Personality (pp. 41–
69). New York: Academic.

Runyan, W. M. (2003). From the study of lives and psychohistory to historicizing
psychology: A conceptual journey. In J. Winer & J. W. Anderson (Eds.), Annual
of Psychoanalysis, Vol. XXXI, Psychoanalysis and History (pp. 119–132). Hillsdale,
NJ: The Analytic Press.

Runyan, W. M. (in press). Evolving conceptions of psychobiography and the study of
lives: Encounters with psychoanalysis, personality psychology, and historical science.
In W. T. Schultz (Ed.), Handbook of Psychobiography. New York: Oxford University
Press.



P1: IWV
0521826187c03.xml CB814B/Pillemer 0 521 82618 7 April 25, 2005 5:35

80 William McKinley Runyan

Simon, L. (1998). Genuine Reality: A Life of William James. New York: Harcourt Brace.
Smith, L. D. (1986). Behaviorism and Logical Positivism: A Revised Account of the

Alliance. Stanford: Stanford University Press.
Sulloway, F. J. (1979). Freud, Biologist of the Mind: Beyond the Psychoanalytic Legend.

New York: Basic.
Watson, J. B. (1913). Psychology as a behaviorist views it. Psychological Review, 20,

158–177.
White, S. H. (1970). The learning theory tradition and child psychology. In P. Mussen

(Ed.), Carmichael’s Manual of Child Psychology (3rd ed.). New York: Wiley.
White, S. H. et al. (1973). Federal Programs for Young Children: Review and Recom-

mendations, Vols. 1–3. Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office.
White S. H. (1980). Psychology in all sorts of places. In R. Kasschau & F. S. Kessel

(Eds.), Psychology and Society: In Search of Symbiosis (pp. 105–131). New York:
Holt, Rinehart, & Winston.

White, S. H. (1992). G. Stanley Hall: From philosophy to developmental psychology.
Developmental Psychology 28, 25–34.

White, S. H. (2001). Developmental Psychology as a Human Enterprise. 2001 Heinz
Werner Lecture Series. Worcester, MA: Clark University Press.

White, S. H. (2003). Developmental psychology in a world of designed institutions. In
W. Koops and & M. Zuckerman (Eds.), Beyond the Century of the Child: Cultural
History and Developmental Psychology (pp. 204–223). Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press.

White, S. H., & Phillips, D.A. (2001) Designing Head Start: Roles played by develop-
mental psychologists. In D. L. Featherman & M. Vinovskis (Eds.), Social Science
and Policy Making: A Search for Relevance in the Twentieth Century (pp. 83–118).
Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press.



P1: JZW
0521826187agg.xml CB814B/Pillemer 0 521 82618 7 April 25, 2005 4:52

PART TWO

Designing Child and Family Policies

81



P1: JZW
0521826187agg.xml CB814B/Pillemer 0 521 82618 7 April 25, 2005 4:52

82



P1: JZW
0521826187agg.xml CB814B/Pillemer 0 521 82618 7 April 25, 2005 4:52

4 The Effects of Welfare Reform and Poverty
Policies on Children and Families

Aletha C. Huston

Over the past 50 years, U.S. policies for low-income families with children
have evolved and changed dramatically. Although poverty rates among fam-
ilies with children were higher in the 1950s than they have been since,
policymakers gave relatively little attention to problems associated with
child poverty until the War on Poverty began in the 1960s. Developmental
psychologists participated in the war on poverty largely by creating, test-
ing, and evaluating intervention programs for children, including Head Start,
Follow Through, and many others. Economic interventions, subsumed in
the label “welfare policy,” that included cash assistance, medical care, and
employment services for low-income families were, however, primarily the
province of labor economists. Scholars and policy researchers designed, ad-
ministered, and evaluated various policies, using sophisticated methods and
theoretical models, from the 1960s onward, but there was little communication
between economists and developmental psychologists.

In the late 1980s and the 1990s, these two research communities began
to converge. Specialists in child development joined interdisciplinary teams
to study the impacts of welfare and employment policies on children and
families. Psychologists and sociologists spawned a series of empirical in-
vestigations, based in sophisticated theory, of the effects of poverty, family
income, and income loss on the development of children and adolescents
(e.g., Conger & Elder, 1994; Elder & Caspi, 1987; McLoyd, 1990, 1997,
1998). The result is a body of research, drawing on different methods and
theoretical traditions, that not only informs policy, but also makes a contribu-
tion to developmental science.

In this paper, I describe recent work designed to understand the impacts of
welfare and employment policies on children and families in relation to the
theory and findings from naturalistic investigations. I begin with a little back-
ground on poverty, employment, and welfare trends and policies in the United

83
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States, summarizing briefly the findings from correlational and longitudinal
investigations of income effects on children. I then turn to experimental stud-
ies of policies designed to affect family income, employment, and welfare
receipt. Finally, I offer some observations about the potential contributions of
both naturalistic and experimental policy research to the theory and practice
of developmental science, stressing both the advantages and pitfalls.

Historical Patterns of Poverty, Employment, Family Structure,
and Welfare Changes in the Lives of U.S. Children

Poverty in families with children has been a persistent problem in the United
States throughout our history. At the end of the 20th century, slightly fewer
than one-sixth of children in the United States lived in a family with an
income below the poverty threshold. The poverty rate for children declined
to 15% in 1970, rose steadily until the early 1990s when it reached 22%,
then declined to 16.3% in 2001 (see Haskins, chapter 6 in this volume).
These rates are considerably higher than those in most other industrialized
nations, largely because most other nations provide larger supplements for
the incomes of poor families and also provide such services as health care and
child care at considerably less cost than most U.S. parents face (Bergmann,
1996; Kamerman, 1996).

Single-mother and ethnic minority families have lower incomes and higher
rates of poverty than do married-couple and white families. The median in-
come for single-mother families is about one-third of the median for married
couples and less than half the median for all families (U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services, 2001). The number and percent of children living
in single-parent families increased over the years from 1970 to 1999, so more
children were affected by the high risk of poverty and low income associated
with single-mother families. At the same time, income inequality increased,
with families on the lower end of the income distribution experiencing a de-
cline in real income while those at the higher end experienced considerable
increases (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2001).

Employment is the major source of income for most families, but em-
ployment alone does not raise all families out of poverty. Between 1985
and 1999, for example, there was a steady increase in parental employment
in both single-mother and married-couple families. The percent of single-
mother families in which the parent was employed went from 61% in 1985
to 79% in 2000; the percentage of children living in married-couple families
in which both parents were employed increased from 57% in 1985 to 64% in
2000 (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2001). Nonetheless,
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poverty rates among children continued to increase until 1993, declining after
that. This decline began before the jump in the percentage of single mothers
who were employed, which occurred after 1996, and coincided with large
increases in earnings supplements through the Earned Income Tax Credit
between 1993 and 1995, suggesting that a change in earnings alone was
not enough to raise many families out of poverty, but earnings with public
supplements did have that effect.

Developmental Study of Family Income Effects

These demographic patterns have led to a large body of research in devel-
opmental psychology investigating the relations of family income, parental
employment, and income loss to children’s development. The major pur-
pose of this work was to understand the processes by which poverty and
family income influence developmental patterns. McLoyd (1998) proposed
a theoretical model in which the effects of economic poverty on children’s
psychological well-being are mediated by parental psychological distress,
which in turn affects parenting practices. Both cross-sectional and longitu-
dinal data support this model (see Huston, McLoyd, & Garcia-Coll, 1994;
McLoyd, 1998; Mistry, Vandewater, Huston, & McLoyd, 2002). Conger and
Elder (1994) have also demonstrated support for a model in which income
loss affects children’s adjustment through its effects on parental psychologi-
cal distress and parenting practices. This work is guided by solid theory and a
wealth of nonexperimental data, and all of it includes numerous controls for
factors other than income that are associated with poverty (e.g., low education,
minority ethnic group status).

Although no one denies the strong associations of poverty with a range of
negative developmental outcomes, some economists have challenged the con-
clusion that income is the critical factor accounting for these effects. For exam-
ple, Mayer (1997) conducted analyses of two large-scale longitudinal studies,
using different methods to control for factors other than family income that
might account for associations of family income with children’s short-term
and long-term achievement. She argues that conventional regression methods
controlling for such correlates of poverty as race, low education, single-mother
family structure, and physical disabilities are not satisfactory because one can-
not covary all possible selection factors. It is always possible that people with
different levels of income differ on unobserved characteristics that affect their
children’s development. For example, parents with higher incomes may have
different levels of motivation, competence, or values than those with lower
incomes. Mayer (1997) uses a variety of analytic strategies to account for
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such unobserved variables, and concludes that income per se has a relatively
small effect on outcomes for children once you account for the effects of the
many family, school, and neighborhood factors associated with poverty.1

These issues of selection, unobserved variables, and disaggregating the
contribution of factors that are correlated in the real world are inherent in any
nonexperimental research. In an ideal world, such studies would be comple-
mented by experimental manipulations of income without changing other fac-
tors associated with poverty. No such “pure” experiments exist, but random-
assignment experiments testing income and employment policies offer a dif-
ferent way of assessing the causal effects of family income and changes in
income on children’s development.

Income, Welfare, and Employment Policy Research

Income

Among the proposals generated during the War on Poverty of the 1960s was a
federally guaranteed minimum income for families with children. The federal
government funded a series of Income Maintenance experiments (sometimes
called Negative Income Tax experiments) using random-assignment designs
with large numbers of participants to test the impact of different levels of min-
imum incomes, with different tax rates as people’s earnings increased. There
were flaws in design and problems of differential attrition, but nonetheless,
these experiments provide a way of evaluating the impact of supplementing
family income without changing other family characteristics associated with
poverty. The studies were designed primarily to assess economic impacts –
work effort and family income. Although the programs did increase family
income in some places, they also reduced work hours among some groups.
As a result, policy analysts and policymakers concluded that a guaranteed
income led people to reduce their work effort and would not be a wise policy
to adopt in law (Ashenfelter, 1978; U.S. Department of Health, Education,
and Welfare, 1983).

Developmental psychologists might draw different conclusions from these
findings. Income guarantees raising families out of poverty and reductions of
parental work hours could have benefits for children and for family life. In

1 Some people might argue that “poverty” should not be disaggregated into
single variables, but should instead be viewed as an accumulation of multiple
sources of disadvantage. The economists’ question, however, is how much
change might be brought about by raising family income without intervening
in other features of family’s and children’s lives. Hence, it makes sense to
isolate income from other components of poverty.
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two-parent families studied in the Income Maintenance experiments, for ex-
ample, mothers reduced hours of employment much more than fathers did
(Kershaw & Fair, 1976; Robins & West, 1980). Given that these families often
had several children, it is possible that more maternal time at home provided
some benefits for their families. In a very deprived rural sample, children’s em-
ployment time was also reduced; again, this change may have been beneficial
if it allowed young people to stay in school. Unfortunately, because the stud-
ies were not designed to assess effects on families and children, minimal data
were collected on children’s health, education, and behavior. There was some
evidence of positive effects on educational progress for elementary school-
age children, but not for adolescents. Nonetheless, children in experimental
families were less likely than controls to drop out of high school (Mallar &
Maynard, 1981; Salkind & Haskins, 1982). In a very deprived African
American rural sample, family nutrition improved (Salkind & Haskins, 1982).

Earned Income Tax Credit

The major objection to a guaranteed minimum income was the possibility
that it would reduce motivation to work. The Earned Income Tax Credit
(EITC), a policy that provides an income supplement contingent on work
through the income tax system, was adopted in 1975. The rationale had little
to do with poverty or with the welfare of children. Instead, the new policy
resulted from the fact that payroll taxes had increased considerably, putting
an unfair burden on low-wage workers. In the 1990s, the EITC was expanded
as it became a major policy instrument to “make work pay” and to ensure
economic benefits for working poor families with children. The maximum
benefit for a family with two children and a taxable income of about $12,000
increased from $1,511 in 1993 to $3,888 in 2000. Healthcare assistance, child
care assistance for low-income families, and federal funding for after-school
programs also expanded considerably during this period. For example, the
total amount of federal funds for child care assistance to low-income families
nearly doubled from 1991 to 2000 (Fuller, Kagan, Caspary, & Gauthier, 2002).
These changes contributed to declines in poverty and increases in resources
for working poor parents. It is difficult, however, to evaluate the effects of
these changes on children because they were not tested experimentally, and
naturally occurring variations cannot be evaluated because all workers are
entitled to the EITC.

Employment and Welfare Experiments

Random–assignment experiments have been used to test a range of policies
that are usually grouped under the rubric of welfare reform. The principal cash
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welfare program for poor families from 1935 to 1996 was Aid to Families
with Dependent Children (AFDC); in 1996, it became Temporary Assistance
to Needy Families (TANF). The vast majority of recipients are single mothers
and their children. Beginning in the early 1980s and culminating in a major
change in the law in 1996, the emphasis of the AFDC program shifted from
providing support for stay-at-home parents to encouraging employment. After
1996, states could require welfare recipients to participate in employment-
related activities, and assistance was time-limited. The number of families
receiving cash assistance declined dramatically after 1996 as a result of the
new policies (Greenberg et al., 2002).

These changes were preceded by a remarkable amount of high-quality
research testing the effects of different policies designed to reduce welfare
and increase employment among potential welfare recipients. Many of these
investigations were initiated by states that requested and received waivers
from the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services to test a variety of
programs and policies intended to increase parents’ employability and ability
to be self-sufficient. The waivers were given on the condition that states
do high quality evaluations of these policy variations, usually with random-
assignment experiments. Not surprisingly, the major outcomes of interest
were adult labor force participation, earnings, and welfare receipt (Gueron &
Pauly, 1991; Friedlander & Burtless, 1995).

Although the initial studies, designed primarily by economists, included
little attention to the consequences for children and family life, developmental
psychologists soon began to play a role in this wave of research. Such policies
as AFDC and TANF are, after all, designed to improve the welfare of children.
Adults’ eligibility for most benefits is contingent on their status as parents of
minor children. Moreover, there was now a body of research that provided
a theoretical and conceptual basis for understanding how parents’ employ-
ment, income, and resources affect family patterns and children’s develop-
ment (e.g., McLoyd, Jayaratne, Ceballo, & Borquez, 1994; Zaslow, Moore,
Morrison, & Coiro, 1995). In the late 1980s, the U.S. Health and Human
Services Department launched the National Evaluation of Welfare to Work
Study (NEWWS), including two embedded studies of children and family
life, designed in part by developmental psychologists (Hamilton, Freedman,
Gennetian, Michalopoulos, Walter et al., 2001; McGroder, Zaslow, Moore, &
LeMenestrel, 2000). Several other demonstration experiments during the
1990s incorporated measures of children’s development, parenting, and home
environments (see Zaslow, Moore, Brooks, Morris, Tout et al., 2002). One
of these was the New Hope demonstration project, in which I have been
intensively involved.



P1: JZW
0521826187agg.xml CB814B/Pillemer 0 521 82618 7 April 25, 2005 4:52

Welfare Reform and Poverty Policies 89

New Hope

The New Hope project was a three-year random-assignment experiment initi-
ated by a consortium of community groups in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. It was
designed to test the effectiveness of a multifaceted employment-based anti-
poverty program for families who are economically poor (see Bos, Huston,
Granger, Duncan, Brock et al., 1999; Huston, Duncan, Granger, Bos, McLoyd
et al., 2001). Unlike many welfare reform programs, its goal was to reduce
family poverty as well as to induce employment. Hence, New Hope rested
on different assumptions than those guiding welfare reform. Many other in-
terventions and policies tested in other studies were designed primarily to
reduce welfare use and increase employment without regard to changes in
overall economic well-being.

The New Hope study used a random-assignment research design, assigning
applicants to program or control groups by lottery. Adults in the program
group were eligible for a package of benefits including job-search assistance
and services of project representatives who provided information and advice
about jobs, child care, and community resources. When they worked 30 or
more hours per week, participants could receive wage supplements that were
designed to raise total family income above the poverty threshold, subsidies
for health insurance, and child care subsidies that exceeded those available
through the welfare system. If they could not find a job that provided full-time
work, they were eligible for community service jobs paying minimum wage;
hours in those jobs qualified them for New Hope benefits. Although New
Hope was not designed to demonstrate the effects of a time-limited program,
individuals’ eligibility for benefits lasted for three years because the program
had limited funds.

Evaluations were conducted two and five years after random assignment.
They included individual interviews with parents and children and mailed
questionnaires to teachers of school-age children. The purpose was not only
to test program impacts on children, but also to illuminate some of the path-
ways by which such impacts might occur. The conceptual model guiding
the study appears in Figure 4.1. It draws heavily from models proposed by
McLoyd (1990) from nonexperimental work and by Zaslow et al. (1995) to
predict the effects of welfare policies on children. We expected that New
Hope would have direct impacts on parental work hours, family income, and
children’s participation in paid child care as well as indirect effects on par-
ents’ psychological well-being, parenting practices, and the family environ-
ment. Hence, we measured parents’ psychological well-being, parenting prac-
tices, child care and children’s out-of-school activities as well as children’s



P1: JZW
0521826187agg.xml CB814B/Pillemer 0 521 82618 7 April 25, 2005 4:52

90 Aletha C. Huston

Figure 4.1. Conceptual model.

school performance and social behavior. An intensive ethnographic study,
conducted with 46 families over the last three years of the study, provided
valuable insights into the complexities underlying the overall patterns mea-
sured with quantitative methods (Weisner, Bernheimer, Espinosa, Gibson,
Howard, Magnuson et al., 1999).

At both the two-year and five-year follow-ups, the New Hope program had
significant and sizeable positive impacts on children’s educational progress
and aspirations and on their social behavior in school as reported by teachers.
In most instances, children in New Hope families performed better than did
children in control families. These impacts were much larger and more consis-
tent for boys than for girls. Program group children scored substantially higher
than control children on academic achievement measured by teacher reports,
individual achievement tests, and parent reports. Program boys scored higher
than controls on teacher-rated classroom conduct. Program group boys had
higher educational expectations and occupational aspirations than did control
group boys. These effects were still evident at the five-year follow-up, which
was two years after parents’ eligibility for benefits ended. The patterns are
shown in Figure 4.2.

Program group boys had higher levels of positive social behavior and sub-
stantially lower levels of such problem behaviors as externalizing, internaliz-
ing, hyperactivity, and disciplinary problems, according to their teachers (see
Figure 4.3). For girls, however, the effects on social behavior as reported by
teachers were primarily negative. Contrary to prediction, teachers rated pro-
gram girls lower on positive social behavior and higher than control girls on
behavior problems, particularly at the five-year follow-up (Figure 4.3). Many
of these effects were sufficiently large to have social as well as statistical
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Figure 4.2. Impact of New Hope program on achievement.

significance, ranging from one-fifth to one-half of a standard deviation (see
Bos et al., 1999; Huston et al., 2001, 2003; Mistry, Crosby, Huston, Casey, &
Ripke, 2001 for details).

Demonstrating program effects is important, but, for purposes of advancing
the science, it is important to understand why and how impacts occurred. To
do this, we examined the child’s social milieu. With the experimental design,
we have used two approaches to drawing inferences about what mediates the

Figure 4.3. Impact of New Hope program on social behavior.
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effect. First, we ask whether New Hope had an impact on the mediator (e.g.,
parenting). We can use the strong random-assignment experimental design
to answer this question; differences between parenting practices of parents in
the program and control groups can be attributed to the program and not to
other factors. Second, we ask whether and how these mediators (e.g., parent-
ing strategies) relate to children’s development and well-being. This question
must be addressed with nonexperimental analyses because the experiment
did not directly manipulate parenting. Therefore, we examine within-group
variations in parenting as predictors of variations in their children’s develop-
ment. Hence, we move from an experimental question – whether exposure
to a particular policy affected a mediator – to a nonexperimental question –
whether variations in the mediator, regardless of their origins, are related to
variations in outcomes for children.

Two pathways were proposed in our original model. One of these was
parents’ psychological well-being and positive parenting. There were some
small treatment effects on parents’ well-being. New Hope parents reported
less stress and more optimism about achieving their goals than did control
parents, but there were no differences in depressive symptoms, self esteem, or
perceptions of mastery (Bos et al., 1999). There were a few positive impacts
on parental warmth and parent–child relations, but most of these were quite
small and occurred only for subsamples (Huston et al., 2001). Hence, the
policy tested in New Hope had small and inconsistent positive effects on our
measures of parent–child interactions.

The nonexperimental analyses supported McLoyd’s earlier work, suggest-
ing that in families with less economic hardship, parents had better psycho-
logical well-being, were more warm and responsive to their children, and
used more effective discipline. Their children displayed more positive social
behavior in school – that is, they were more sensitive to others, cooperative,
compliant to adults, and able to be independent. They also showed fewer
behavior problems (Mistry et al., 2002). Variations in economic hardship,
however, were not primarily the result of the experimental treatment; that
is, the program increased income modestly, but did little to reduce parents’
perceptions of economic stress. We concluded, therefore, that, although eco-
nomic hardship is indeed related to parenting, and parenting is related to
children’s behavior, the effects of the New Hope program on children were
not due to its impacts on parenting behavior.

The second possible pathway for New Hope effects on children was
through children’s experiences outside the family. For preschool and early
school-age children, child care was examined, and for older children, out-of-
school time and activities was potentially important. New Hope had strong
effects on both child care and participation in structured activities at both
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the two-year and five-year follow-ups. Children in New Hope families were
more apt to be in center-based as opposed to home-based child care in the
preschool and early school years, and they were more likely to participate in
before- and after-school care. Older children and adolescents spent more
time in such structured out-of-school activities as lessons, religious classes,
recreation centers, and clubs (Huston et al., 2001, 2003).

Although we lack information about the quality of the child care, there
is now evidence that children who attend center-based child care have better
cognitive and language skills and better school readiness than do children
attending home-based care (NICHD Early Child Care Research Network,
2000, 2002). Other data indicate that the average quality of home-based
care for low-income children is especially low (Coley, Chase-Lansdale, &
Li Grining, 2001), so it is reasonable to infer that program impacts on the
type of child care children experienced may have been partially responsible
for their improved school performance. Similarly, there is extensive nonex-
perimental evidence that children who participate in structured out-of-school
activities have better school performance and fewer behavior problems than
do other children, particularly when they live in low-income families and
neighborhoods (Mahoney, Larson, & Eccles, 2004; Pettit, Bates, Dodge, &
Meece, 1999).

The New Hope results were widely disseminated in policy circles, and
many accepted the conclusion that a program providing “generous” work
supports can have positive consequences for children’s development. But New
Hope was one study with limitations. The sample members were volunteers
who were perhaps less disadvantaged on average than were many parents in
the welfare system. It took place in one geographic location in a midwestern
state with a strong tradition of public supports for families. It was not clear
why the results were more positive for boys than for girls. Moreover, it was
impossible to determine which of the policy components were most important
in producing the results.

The Next Generation

By the end of the 1990s, several random-assignment experiments testing em-
ployment, welfare, and income policies had generated information about im-
pacts on children. The Next Generation project, led by Manpower Demonstra-
tion Research Corporation (MDRC) with collaborators in several universities,
was established to do secondary analyses synthesizing the findings from these
studies (Morris, Huston, Duncan, Crosby, & Bos, 2001; Morris & Duncan,
2002; Gennetian, Duncan, Knox, Vargas, Clark-Kauffman, & London, 2002).
Child Trends did parallel and collaborative syntheses (Zaslow et al., 2002).
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In one report, the effects of 11 programs on school achievement, social
behavior, and health of elementary-school-aged children were examined. Four
of these programs, one of which was New Hope, supplemented the earnings
of working parents with public funds. As a result, family income increased as
did parental employment (Bloom & Michalopoulos, 2001). All four programs
led to higher school achievement, especially for children of long-term welfare
recipients – a group of children who are particularly at risk. The improvements
in achievement corresponded to an increase of five percentage points in a test
score at the 25th percentile, raising it to the 30th percentile. Some of the
programs also reduced problem behaviors such as hitting and bullying other
children. For instance, one program reduced the proportion of children with
high levels of problem behavior by almost eight percentage points. Finally,
one program improved children’s health (Morris et al., 2001).

The other seven programs mandated that parents participate in education
or employment activities, but did not offer earnings supplements. These pro-
grams produced increased employment, but family income did not improve
(Bloom & Michalopoulos, 2001). Parents simply exchanged welfare for work.
These programs had few effects on children, and the effects found were as
likely to be positive as negative. There was no evidence of serious harm to
children, but there was also no evidence that increases in employment alone
would, as some had hoped, promote children’s well-being by enhancing par-
ents’ self-esteem, making family life more structured, and giving children
more positive role models.

These studies provide consistent evidence that programs that supplement
single parents’ earnings from employment succeed in two ways – increasing
employment and income for adults and improving children’s well-being.
Those that increase only employment do not improve income and have little
consistent impact on children’s well-being (Morris et al., 2001).

These conclusions apply to children in middle childhood, some of whom
were as young as 3 years old when their mothers entered a program. There is
little information about the consequences for infants and toddlers, but, at the
other end of the age continuum, the impacts of some of these programs for
adolescents were slightly negative. Across programs with or without earnings
supplements, adolescents in program group families had slightly lower school
achievement, were more likely to drop out of school, or were more likely to
engage in minor deviant behavior (e.g., smoking and drinking) than were those
in control group families (Gennetian, Duncan et al., 2002; Zaslow et al., 2002).

The second stage in the Next Generation analyses was to investigate the
processes by which different types of policies affect children’s development.
Once again, we investigated two pathways: parenting and child care. There
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was little or no evidence of program impacts on survey measures of parenting
in the Next Generation studies, but there were clear effects on use of child
care. Therefore, we have done an extensive series of analyses to understand
in more depth the ways in which policies affect decisions about child care.

Child care information was available in nine random-assignment eval-
uations testing 21 different welfare and employment programs with about
20,000 adult sample members. These programs generally increased parents’
employment and use of paid child care – both formal and home-based – but
not their use of Head Start (Chang, Huston, Crosby, & Gennetian, 2002).
This finding suggested a possible conflict between parents’ working hours
and needs for child care on the one hand, and the structure and availability of
Head Start on the other.

There were differences in the types of child care assistance offered across
programs. In all locations, both control and program-group recipients of cash
assistance were entitled to child care subsidies from a combination of state
and federal sources while they received welfare and for a period after leaving
welfare; limited amounts of assistance were also available for low-income
parents outside the welfare system. These subsidy systems did not (and still
do not), however, address many barriers to access, affordability, and reliability
of child care that low-income parents face. For example, subsidies often do
not cover the whole cost of care, and parents must pay the difference. Low
reimbursement rates and payment delays make some providers reluctant to
accept children whose care is subsidized. Parents sometimes have to pay
providers out of pocket and then wait one to two months for reimbursement.
Subsidies reach only a fraction of eligible children, and there are numerous
bureaucratic hurdles to qualifying for child care assistance and for retaining
eligibility (Adams, Snyder, & Sandfort, 2002).

Seven of the programs (including New Hope) offered “enhanced child-care
assistance,” which addressed at least some of these barriers. They offered
some combination of the following: programmatic promotion of formal care,
direct reimbursement of child-care providers, child care at the program site,
child-care resource and referral agents in the welfare office, seamless tran-
sitions between welfare and other child-care funding streams when people
left assistance, and subsidies to cover the market cost of formal care arrange-
ments, which tend to cost more than home-based arrangements. In the other
14 programs, no additional child-care services beyond those available to con-
trol families were offered, so both program and control families had the same
child-care assistance package.

Enhanced child-care assistance made a difference. Relative to programs
that did not provide expanded child-care assistance, those that did so increased



P1: JZW
0521826187agg.xml CB814B/Pillemer 0 521 82618 7 April 25, 2005 4:52

96 Aletha C. Huston

child-care subsidy use, lowered parents’ out-of-pocket costs, and reduced the
proportion of parents who reported having child-care problems that inter-
fered with their employment (Gennetian, Crosby, Huston, & Lowe, 2002).
Programs that implemented expanded child-care policies increased use of
formal center-based care, confirming our finding from New Hope (Crosby,
Gennetian, & Huston, 2001).

In summary, our efforts to understand the processes by which policies
affect children’s outcomes have come part-way. We now know that policies
providing earnings supplements that increase overall family income lead to
improved child achievement, but we do not know all of the paths by which
those effects occur. We have evidence that improving child-care assistance
leads parents to choose center-based formal child care more often than they
do without that assistance. Enhanced child-care assistance increases parents’
access to subsidies and reduces their costs, leaving them with more disposable
income to use for other family needs, so it offers an important resource.
Analyses are currently underway to determine whether formal center-based
care experiences contributed to children’s improved school performance.

Contributions to Developmental Science

Developmental psychologists often ask whether policy research has an effect
on adoption of public policies, but less often ask what it contributes to the sci-
ence of development. Lerner (1998) argues persuasively that policy research
offers one way to study basic developmental processes. Policy conditions are
ecological influences to be studied just as we investigate and theorize about
the impacts of neighborhoods, families, and schools. The potential contribu-
tion of policy research to science depends, however, on whether it is guided
by strong theory and whether it provides some insights into the processes by
which distal economic and social conditions influence the development of
children. Welfare and employment policies are not designed to affect chil-
dren’s behavior directly, but to influence their parents’ employment and in-
come, so developmental research needs a conceptual model spelling out the
indirect paths of influence. The model that emerges in most of this research
is similar in many respects to the one shown earlier in the chapter. Parents’
economic behavior affects family resources, parent psychological well-being,
parenting practices, and children’s experiences in child care or out-of-school
activities, which in turn affect children’s cognitive and social development.
Having such a model leads investigators to measure the relevant constructs
so that the proposed links can be tested empirically.

When studies are well designed with tests of possible mediators, unex-
pected findings can be explored with process analyses. For example, negative
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effects of income and employment programs on adolescents were not pre-
dicted. The investigators tested several hypotheses about why these results
occurred, including lack of adult supervision and exposure to older coworkers
in the adolescents’ own jobs. The strongest support occurred for the hypothe-
sis that adolescent children were assuming responsibility for younger siblings
when their mothers worked, and, in some cases, that responsibility interfered
with their academic work and social opportunities. Among adolescents with
younger siblings those in program group families not only performed less
well in school, but were more likely than those in control families to drop out
or be excluded from school. Adolescents without younger siblings were not
affected negatively by their parents’ participation in the programs (Gennetian,
Duncan et al., 2002).

One of the major advantages of policy experiments is the opportunity to test
income and employment effects with experimental designs, using large num-
bers of cases. Random–assignment studies have strengths and weaknesses
that are, in many respects, complementary to the strengths and weaknesses of
nonexperimental methods for investigating the effects of parent employment
and family income. Most obviously, the experimental method allows firm
conclusions about causal direction – something about the program caused the
outcomes. Unobserved differences among individuals are unlikely to cause a
difference between randomly assigned groups, at least when the number of
cases is large.

On the other hand, policy experiments are generally designed to test a pack-
age of policies, but not to unravel the components of the policy that are most
effective or to understand the processes by which effects do or do not come
about. On occasion, different policy elements are contrasted. For example, in
the NEWWS studies, some participants were placed in education-focused ex-
periences before seeking work, and others were placed in programs designed
to get them into the labor force immediately (McGroder et al., 2000). On the
whole, however, it can be difficult to disentangle the contributions of different
elements in the mix in a particular program. One can say with certainty that
the program did or did not have an effect, but it is not possible to determine
which components were important or why. Nonexperimental analyses permit
more fine-grained identification of the unique contributions of different fac-
tors, and they lend themselves to testing complex theoretical models about
the relations among such factors. The best of all possible worlds, then, is one
in which both types of methods are used to converge on the same questions
(and, of course, when they yield consistent answers). Multiple experiments
with large sample sizes provide replication across sites and populations. For
example, when a synthesis of 11 experiments shows consistently that pro-
grams that increase both family income and parent employment have positive
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effects on school-aged children’s achievement and social behavior, that is
more persuasive than any one study would be. Similarly, the consistency of
slightly negative effects on adolescents in the same families raises intriguing
developmental issues that require further exploration (Morris et al., 2001;
Gennetian et al., 2002).

Research on economic conditions of families and children’s development
has brought a new mix of interdisciplinary collaboration into developmental
science. Our New Hope team (like the teams for most other similar research)
consists of economists, survey researchers, evaluation researchers, policy an-
alysts, and anthropologists, as well as developmental psychologists. We have
gradually learned to talk each others’ languages and to appreciate the ways
in which our methodological and conceptual approaches complement one
another. This mix of disciplines casts our understanding of children’s devel-
opment in a different mold than one derived solely from psychology. For
example, the theories of children’s development informing this work empha-
size not only intrapersonal and interpersonal socialization processes, but also
human capital and material resources.

This work benefits from multiple methods, combining the rich description
of ethnography with the generalizability and statistical power of systematic
measures on large numbers of cases. We, and numerous other research teams,
have gradually learned to go beyond using ethnography as a source of nice
stories to an interactive process by which hypotheses are derived from ethno-
graphic work, and interpretation of quantitative findings is aided by in-depth
interviews and observations. For example, we had not predicted that New
Hope would have more positive effects on boys than on girls. One reason for
this difference was suggested in the ethnographic interviews. Parents often
stated that gangs and other neighborhood pressures were more threatening to
their elementary-school boys than to girls. As a response, mothers in the ex-
perimental group channeled more of the program’s resources (e.g., child-care
subsidies for extended-day programs) to their boys. One mother said, “Not all
places have gangs, but [my neighborhood] is infested with gangs and drugs
and violence. My son, I worry about him. He may be veering in the wrong
direction . . . it’s different for girls. For boys, it’s dangerous. [Gangs are] full
of older men who want these young ones to do their dirty work. And they’ll
buy them things and give them money” (Gibson & Duncan, 2004). Further
quantitative analyses of both New Hope and national-sample survey data sup-
ported the interpretation that parents living in dangerous neighborhoods do
indeed devote differential time and other resources to their boys relative to
their girls (Romich & Weisner, 2000).

In some studies, videotaped observations of parent–child interaction have
been conducted for a small sample, providing another kind of in-depth
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information that complements quantitative findings on a sample of thousands.
For example, Zaslow and Eldred (1998) were able to evaluate the validity and
meaning of survey measures of parenting, which were used on a large sample,
by comparing them to observed behavior for the smaller videotaped sample.
These multiple methods not only produce policy-relevant information, but
also produce better science than do single methods.

Conclusion

In summary, during the last 20 years, developmental science has been en-
riched by a wealth of sophisticated theory and empirical investigation of the
processes by which poverty and family income affect developing children’s
lives. Policy experiments, designed to test a range of employment and wel-
fare policies, offer methodological and conceptual strengths that complement
those of nonexperimental, naturalistic investigations. Both types of study sup-
port the notion that variations in family economic resources can have ramifi-
cations for children’s school performance and behavior, at least at the low end
of the income continuum. Both types of study also provide information about
the processes by which parent employment and income influence children.
Although nonexperimental investigations show consistently that economic
hardship is related to parents’ psychological well-being, warmth, and effective
discipline, there is little evidence that policies that increase family resources
have an effect on parenting warmth or parent–child relations. These policies
do affect parents’ choices about care for their children outside the family –
specifically child care and out-of-school activities. Increased resources and
programmatic support enable parents to use relatively expensive center-based
child care and to increase children’s participation in structured activities. Both
parenting and experiences outside the family, therefore, appear to be likely
paths by which income and employment are linked to children’s behavior.
Policy experiments that are interdisciplinary and use multiple methods have
the potential to make important contributions to developmental science.
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5 The Disconnect between Research and Policy
on Child Care

Deborah Phillips and Kathleen McCartney

Research and policy on child care have developed along parallel tracks. Their
influence on each other has been modest, despite the shared historical context
in which each has evolved. This stands in stark contrast to Head Start (Zigler &
Valentine, 1979; Zigler & Muenchow, 1992), a product of the 1960s and the
War on Poverty, in which policymakers engaged researchers in a variety of
roles, from designers to evaluators. Today, these roles have converged into
what White and Phillips characterize as “a virtual industry of Head Start
research,” an industry that continues to be closely aligned with the policy
community surrounding the program (2001, p. 83). The origins of modern-
day child-care policy and research can also be traced back to the mid-1960s,
when maternal employment and child-care usage began their steep upward
trajectories. Why have research and policy on child care remained separate
endeavors? Why has the relation between them evolved so differently from
that between research and policy on Head Start? Can we hope for greater
convergence in the years ahead?

To explore these questions about the disconnect between research and pol-
icy on child care, we begin by acknowledging the differing ways in which
scientists and politicians think about child care. We then offer brief histo-
ries of child-care policy and research, which illustrate the mismatch between
the central concerns and incentives guiding these two “distinct cultures,” de-
scribed by Shonkoff (2000). Next, we apply the roles for developmentalists
outlined by White and Phillips (2001) for Head Start to child care. In con-
clusion, we outline lessons learned from history to portray possibilities for
a more constructive science-policy alliance as the nation decides upon the
future of child care.

104
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What Is Child Care?

Efforts to place conceptual boundaries around “child care” are fraught with
problems. Unlike Head Start, which is unified, albeit loosely, by its fed-
eral legislative authority and performance standards, child care is a remark-
ably heterogeneous service – ranging from care by relatives to center-based
programs – that serves multiple needs. Its fuzzy boundaries have been blurred
further by the growing number of state pre-kindergarten programs that, de-
spite their separate funding streams, are often viewed by parents as a critical
part of community child care. Even within the early childhood field, there are
on-going debates about the adequacy of the term “care” to capture the many
purposes, including the early educational purposes, met by child-care ser-
vices (see Caldwell, 1991). Funding for child care is provided predominantly
by parents, but is also subsidized through a dizzying array of federal and
state appropriations. There are no unifying performance standards. Indeed,
a growing share of child care, including government-funded services, now
operates outside the purview of the 50-state regulatory provisions for child
care, which ensure only minimal protections for children (Phillips, Lande, &
Goldberg, 1990; Phillips & Zigler, 1987).

An appreciation that policy and science reflect differing perspectives on
these definitional dilemmas is central to this chapter. With respect to policy,
the unit of discussion is child-care-in-context (Phillips, 1984, 1991). Pol-
icy debates about child care tend to become embroiled in broader issues of
public policy (e.g., immigration, unemployment, tax equity, welfare reform)
that divert attention away from concerns directly pertinent to children’s well-
being. At the turn of the century, for example, child care, in the form of “day
nurseries,” was a mechanism for assimilating immigrant children and their
parents into mainstream societal practices by, for example, offering parent-
ing and hygiene classes (Grubb & Lazerson, 1982; Rothman, 1973). During
World War II, publicly funded child-care services enabled women with chil-
dren to work in wartime factories whose usual labor force had been depleted
by the draft (Steinfels, 1973). Today, the central policy goal served by federal
and state support for child care is that of moving families who are depen-
dent on public assistance (Aid to Families with Dependent Children [AFDC],
now Temporary Assistance to Needy Families [TANF]) toward economic
self-sufficiency and, thereby, reducing public expenditures on welfare. The
adult focus of these policy goals is distinct from the developmental goals of
Head Start and its offshoot for infants and toddlers, Early Head Start, focused
as they are on providing a comprehensive array of early education, health,
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screening, and social services to children living in poverty. Child-care policy,
in contrast, reflects a view of child well-being as secondary to other national
goals and defies the knowledge base affirming that all early environments –
those that are explicitly educational and those that ignore this potential –
influence development (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000).

In contrast to policymakers, researchers view child care as a pervasive
context in which development unfolds, second only to the immediate family
(NICHD ECCRN, 2002a; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000). Because most children
experience some form of child care in the first year of life, it can be considered
a normative experience. It is a social setting, where children establish bonds
with caregivers and learn to work and play with peers, as well as an educa-
tional setting, where children learn school readiness skills. Sometimes expe-
riences in child care constitute a source of protection or enrichment for young
children; sometimes they are a source of risk (NICHD ECCRN, 1998; Phillips
& Adams, 2001). From this perspective, child care, like Head Start, can be
viewed as an early intervention that can either increase or diminish the odds of
healthy development. Note that developmental researchers in essence provide
answers to a single overarching question: How are children faring in child
care? This question is, at best, of secondary concern in the world of policy,
where child care is deployed as a service to promote programs for adults.

Child Care Policy

Numerous accounts of the history of child-care policy and advocacy de-
scribe the ebbs and flows of national, and hence policy, interest in child care
(Cahan, 1989; Joffe, 1977; Hofferth, 1993; Gormley, 1995; Cohen, 2001;
Kamerman & Kahn, 1987; Michel, 1999; Nelson, 1982; Whitebook, 2001;
Phillips & Zigler, 1987). It is a reactive history in which the timing and fate
of child-care policies are byproducts of other policy and demographic devel-
opments shaping the nation.

Federal Child Care As an Emergency Service

The first federal contribution to child-care services occurred in 1933 when
President Franklin Roosevelt established emergency nursery schools under
the Federal Emergency Relief Administration and the Works Progress Admin-
istration (WPA). These schools shared a dual purpose: to protect and educate
preschoolers thrust into poverty by the Great Depression and to create jobs for
unemployed teachers. By 1943, more than 300,000 children were attending
these schools on a regular basis (Tank, 1980). This first excursion into federal
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involvement in child care established the policy framework that has survived
largely intact to this day, namely that government involvement in child care
is warranted during extraordinary times and for families beset with problems.

The WPA programs, however, went well beyond providing custodial care to
these families. The early childhood professional and academic communities
of the time were actively involved in the establishment and administration
of these programs, which were high-quality, educationally oriented schools.
In addition to staffing the programs with unemployed teachers, nurses, and
social workers, state training institutions were established to ensure that these
individuals understood early child development (Michel, 1999). A decade
later when the economy improved, the WPA lost its funding, and the nursery
schools were phased out.

But, extraordinary times returned with World War II. Women from all
walks of life joined the workforce required by the war factories. Despite
widespread discomfort with the implicit support for maternal employment
involved in funding child care, President Roosevelt approved the use of pub-
lic works monies from the Lanham Act for child care in 1942, thereby helping
states pay for the nation’s first “worksite” child-care centers (programs had to
be established in war-disrupted areas). In many instances, these funds picked
up where the WPA funds had left off. All child-care programs applying for
Lanham Act funds had to be certified by the Federal Children’s Bureau and
Office of Education. During the four years of the Lanham Act, $52 mil-
lion in federal money supported 3,102 centers in 47 states that eventually
served 600,000 children (Cahan, 1989). Again, however, when normal times
returned, federal funds were withdrawn; mothers were supposed to return
home. By 1948, only California continued to fund the Lanham Act centers.

Child Care and Maternal Employment

Many mothers did not return home. Maternal employment among married
women with children under 18 years rose from 8.7% in 1940 to 18.4% in 1950
and 27.6% in 1960 (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, unpublished data). This
trend proved to be significant for child care, but not because the nation saw fit
to develop a universal child-care policy to accompany the steady, overall rise
in working mothers. Rather, the general increase in maternal employment,
combined with rising welfare costs, contributed to a shift in emphasis in the
Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) program. Originally de-
signed to protect children by enabling their impoverished mothers to care for
them at home, policy began to shift toward increased incentives for these
mothers to enter the labor force with their nonpoor peers and, ultimately, to
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reduce public expenditures on welfare. As in the past, policymakers recog-
nized that encouraging work effort among mothers entailed providing child
care for their children. In 1963, President Kennedy earmarked $800,000 for
child care in the context of a welfare law (P.L. 87–543). In 1967, the Work
Incentive Program (WIN) authorized the federal government to support the
child-care costs of welfare recipients who were being trained for and placed
in paid employment; however, an exemption for mothers with children under
age six, enacted in 1971, kept WIN child-care payments very low.

These policies continued the theme of linking child care to maternal em-
ployment, but three important departures from the past warrant attention.
First, the WIN and AFDC legislation yoked child care to welfare policy, as
distinct from employment policy (WPA nurseries) and war policy (Lanham
Act programs). Second, this yoking effectively placed child care on a par
with other employment supports in the service of economic self-sufficiency,
such as work uniforms and transportation, and situated child-care funding
in the context of the broader goal to reduce public expenditures on welfare.
Third, welfare-based child-care subsidies are directed to poor mothers who
are generally viewed less sympathetically than prior target populations for
federal child-care support (i.e., teachers who had suddenly found themselves
unemployed and mothers working to support their country’s war effort). Not
coincidentally, the child-care provisions of these, and future, welfare reform
laws emphasized the cost and supply of care. To provide more education-
ally oriented, higher-cost care would have defeated the overall cost-reduction
goals of welfare reform, particularly in the absence of a ready supply of un-
employed teachers, nurses, and social workers. Child care was now placed
squarely in the service of promoting employment among welfare recipients.

Simultaneously, an alternative strategy for supporting families living in
poverty emerged from the War on Poverty. Rather than focusing on the cur-
rent generation of welfare parents, it sought to short-circuit intergenerational
cycles of welfare dependence by providing comprehensive services to chil-
dren living in poverty (Phillips, 1984, 1991). As described by White and
Phillips (2001), Head Start appeared with “explosive speed” in l965 in part to
garner public support for the larger War on Poverty programs (e.g., VISTA,
Job Corps, the Community Action Program), which were targeted for the
truly disadvantaged (e.g., teens and adults living in poverty) (see also Green-
berg, 1990a, 1990b; Zigler & Valentine, 1979; Zigler & Muenchow, 1992).
Although rising welfare costs were not incidental to the creation of Head
Start, of far greater influence were contemporary theories of development that
identified the preschool years as a time when healthcare and nutrition, sup-
port for early learning, and encouragement of achievement motivation could
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propel children on a path toward school success and economic independence
(White & Phillips, 2001). The Head Start strategy was focused primarily
on child development goals, including the prevention of intergenerational
poverty; as a result, program quality was of paramount importance.

By the end of the 1960s, these two strategies – child care as an adjunct
to welfare focused on working mothers and Head Start as an investment in
development focused on children – were firmly entrenched in federal policy.
They exist alongside each other to this day as the centerpieces of our nation’s
efforts to intervene in the early environments of poor children.

The Comprehensive Child Development Act

In 1971, there was a chance for these two strategies to merge into a cohesive,
universal child-care policy for the country. The opportunity was lost. The story
of the Mondale–Brademas Comprehensive Child Development Act (CCDA)
has been told many times, most recently in a highly readable book by Sally
Cohen (2001). In November 2001, Vice President Mondale provided his own
retrospective view of the Act as part of the Mondale Lectures on Public Service
at the University of Minnesota (Mondale, 2001).

Motivated by the twin needs to address poverty and provide adequate
care for children of employed mothers, Mondale sought to extend the Head
Start model to the broader population of children with employed mothers
across the economic spectrum. The statement of purpose accompanying the
bill argues that “comprehensive child development programs are essential to
the achievement of the full potential of America’s children and should be
available as a matter of right to all children regardless of economic, social,
and family background” (S. 1512, p. 4). In 2001, Mondale referred to the
bill as “the high point of national efforts to deliver justice to our children”
(Mondale, 2001).

Despite having passed the House and Senate with wide margins, President
Nixon vetoed the bill with what Mondale referred to as “a message that I
will never forget”; it “was no ordinary veto,” “had little to do with children,”
and could only be described as “savage” (Mondale, 2001). The message as-
serted that the Comprehensive Child Development Act of 1971 would “alter
the family relationship, take away parents’ authority over their children, and
commit the vast moral authority of the national government to the side of
communal approaches to child-rearing.” This veto went well beyond divorc-
ing child-care goals from child development goals. It explicitly pitted child
care against the family in a zero-sum equation that, to this day, fuels public
ambivalence about the relation between parental and “other” care (Sylvester,
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2001). The reasons for Nixon’s veto have been debated and likely reflect a con-
vergence of factors. What is clear is that the Comprehensive Child Develop-
ment Act incited deeply conservative interests that were becoming organized
at the time of the legislation. A letter-writing campaign of unprecedented size
and ferocity touting the rhetoric of conservative family values similar to that
used in the veto message was mobilized in opposition to the Act. It was an
exceedingly harsh confrontation that provided a harbinger of similar efforts
mobilized around future child-care legislation as well as educational curric-
ula, White House Conferences on Children, and other targets of conservative
antipathy.

The demise of the CCDA marked a pivotal turning point in the lineage of
federal involvement in child care that is of special importance for children and
those who study them. The Act would not only have woven together adult-
and child-focused poverty strategies and integrated child-care policies for
poor and nonpoor families, but also would have required all funded programs
to meet Federal Interagency Day Care Requirements (FIDCR). The FIDCR
were designed to establish a floor of quality below which no federally funded
program could fall. Since 1971, these three components (federal regulation,
universality, and intergenerational services), all potentially beneficial for chil-
dren and closely aligned with the child-care goals of interest to developmen-
talists, have remained outside the boundaries of federal policy discussions.
Moreover, despite widespread perceptions that we are now spending unprece-
dented amounts on child care for low-income families, we would actually be
spending more if federal funds had kept pace with the amounts deemed nec-
essary in 1971 (Phillips, 2001). The $7 billion federal monies authorized for
the CCDA in 1971 amount to $23.1 billion in 2001 dollars. Current fed-
eral direct expenditures on child care and Head Start are now approximately
$19 billion.

In his closing comments at the 2001 Mondale Lecture, the Vice President
noted that Congress failed to override the veto and speculated that the root
cause of the CCDA legislation failure was a fear that some in government were
bent to destroy the traditional family. Mondale states, “It was all the more dif-
ficult to combat these fears because we didn’t yet have the scientific evidence
to show the positive benefits of a stimulating educational environment.”

Contemporary Child Care Policy

Since 1971, federal child-care policy, as reaffirmed in 1996 with the enact-
ment of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act
(PRWORA or, more commonly, the 1996 welfare reform law, P.L. 104–193),
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has continued along its pre-CCDA path. Successive versions of welfare re-
form have consistently included funding for child care aimed at promoting
self-sufficiency. They have also gradually removed exemptions from work
requirements for women with young children. Whereas the WIN legislation
exempted mothers with children under six years of age, the 1996 law removed
all exemptions from participation in work-related activities based on the age
of the children in the household. As of 2002, 19 states used this new flexibility
to remove exemptions for parents whose youngest child is less than 1 year old
(most require work when the infant reaches 3 months of age). An additional
23 states require mothers receiving benefits to work when their child is 1 year
old (DHHS, 2002).

The question today is not whether but how the federal government defines
its role in child care. Presently, this role remains firmly tied to goals that
are adult-oriented, focused on poverty populations, designed primarily to
remove an impediment to employment, and ultimately aimed at reducing
federal expenditures on the poor by replacing public assistance with wages.
Although no longer restricted to extraordinary times, federal child-care policy
remains tied to families beset with problems. What is new, however, is that
Mondale’s wish for relevant research on child development and child care
has been fulfilled. The existence of empirical data on the effects of child care
holds the potential to create common ground and move at least some of the
issues surrounding child-care policy (e.g., do children in settings that are in
compliance with child-care regulations show better developmental outcomes
than their peers not in such settings?) out of the no-man’s land where political
pushing and pulling can lead policy in almost any direction. We now turn to
the history of this research.

History of Research on Child Care

Research Waves

Research on child care also began amidst the “scientific optimism” of the early
1960s that was associated with the War on Poverty (Caldwell, 1998). This
optimism was based on Hunt’s (1961) influential treatise on Intelligence and
Experience, which emphasized the importance of early experience for later
development. Hunt’s arguments were used to justify numerous intervention
programs, including child-care programs. Bettye Caldwell credits Charles
P. Gershenson, Research Director of the U.S. Children’s Bureau, for funding
some of the earliest research on child care. Surely, credit must also be extended
to Caldwell and other child advocates, who conducted pioneering studies.
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Some of these early studies provided evidence that child care could help to
prevent cognitive and language delays, especially for children from families
with meager economic resources. Soon, however, studies began to report
that child care could also pose risks, especially with respect to children’s
attachment relationships with their mothers. Caldwell argues that any early
optimism was soon tempered by a “defensive posture” about child care from
which researchers, practitioners, and parents have yet to escape.

Reviewers typically frame child-care research with respect to three waves
(Belsky & Steinberg, 1978; McCartney & Galanopoulos, 1988; Lamb, 1998).
The first wave consisted of comparisons of children in mother care with chil-
dren in other care. These between-groups studies were simplistic for two main
reasons: studies relied on convenience samples, often consisting of children at-
tending university centers; and researchers did not consider family confounds
of child-care experience, referred to as selection effects by developmentalists
and endogeneity problems by economists and others. By today’s methodolog-
ical standards, the first wave studies are completely uninterpretable. Never-
theless, they helped to frame enduring debates about whether child care posed
developmental risks or advantages for young children (McCartney & Phillips,
1985).

In the early 1980s, the second wave of studies began to appear, focusing on
quality by using within-groups or correlational strategies. Statistical models
began to include family variables to control for selection effects, beginning
with the National Day Care Study (Ruopp, Travers, Glantz, & Coelen, 1977)
and the Bermuda Day Care Study (McCartney, Scarr, Phillips, Grajek, &
Schwarz, 1982). Debates about the best strategy for controlling for selection
continue, residing in the fact that true versus spurious covariation between
child-care variables and child outcomes cannot be differentiated. In other
words, there is no universally accepted method for determining whether a
child-care effect within a nonexperimental design represents a true effect
of children’s child-care environments or a selection effect associated with
characteristics of the family.

Researchers assess quality with structural characteristics of child care (e.g.,
teacher–child ratios, group size, teaching training) or with process indicators
of children’s actual experiences in care (e.g., teacher–child interactions, char-
acteristics of the curriculum). The two kinds of assessments are, of course,
related (Howes, 1983). Structural characteristics are more policy-relevant,
while process indicators reflect developmentalists’ conceptions about envi-
ronmental mechanisms such as caregiver sensitivity or language stimulation.
Not surprisingly, albeit importantly, there is ample evidence from both struc-
tural and process assessments that higher child-care quality is associated with
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positive outcomes for children across cognitive, language, and social domains
(for a review see Lamb, 1998).

Large, multisite, longitudinal studies are ushering in a third wave of re-
search. The design of these studies is rooted in social ecology theory in which
the child is viewed as nested within both child-care and family contexts. Their
feasibility has been fostered by interdisciplinary collaboration, as well as by
the growing expertise among developmental researchers with the methods
and analytic strategies that characterize large-sample studies. One of the first
examples of a third-wave study is the Cost, Quality, and Outcomes Study of
757 children attending one of 401 community child-care centers in four areas
representing varying economic climates as well as state regulations for child
care: Los Angeles County in California, the Hartford corridor in Connecticut,
the Frontal range in Colorado, and the Piedmont region in North Carolina.
Findings linked quality indicators with a variety of child outcomes, includ-
ing language ability, pre-academic skills, and classroom behavior (Peisner-
Feinberg & Burchinal, 1997). This study also provides some of the best evi-
dence that child-care effects are moderated by variables like family economic
resources. Bronfenbrenner (1979) predicted that the “main effects” on chil-
dren’s development would be interactions. By this he meant that influences
like child care would not operate universally, but rather would be moder-
ated as a function of child and family characteristics. For example, there
is now substantial evidence in support of Peisner-Feinberg and Burchinal’s
finding that child-care quality effects are stronger for poor children (Barnett,
1998; McCartney, in press).

The most comprehensive study of child care to date is the ongoing Na-
tional Institute of Child Health and Human Development Study of Early
Child Care and Youth Development (NICHD SECCYD). The NICHD is-
sued a request for applications under the direction of the Institute’s Director,
Dr. Duane Alexander, that resulted in 10 competitively selected grants, in-
cluding one to each of the authors of this chapter, awarded in 1989. The
original 10 principal investigators formed a research network that is conduct-
ing a collaborative study with a common protocol. Dr. Alexander’s motivation
to fund this project was derived in part from his participation in a one-day
workshop on infant child care, sponsored by Zero to Three: The National
Association for Clinical Infant Programs. The purpose of the workshop was
to cool the heated controversy over whether infant child care was a risk factor,
as suggested by Belsky (1986) and refuted by others on the grounds that avail-
able research evidence was limited, especially research on infants (Phillips
et al., 1987). Thus, the NICHD study was not rooted in policy concerns but
rather in developmental science.
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The study is explicitly designed to answer the many questions about the
relationship between child-care experiences and characteristics and children’s
developmental outcomes. The NICHD selected a research team, based on
a competitive review of responses to a request for applications, located at
universities across the United States, and at the NICHD. The strengths of
the study include its prospective longitudinal design (1,364 families were
recruited at birth in 1991), the geographic and socio-economic diversity of
the sample (the sample is derived from 10 locations across the United States),
the repeated assessment of children in their homes and child-care contexts,
and the inclusion of observational and performance assessments in addition to
survey data (see http://secc.rti.org for detailed information about the study).

To date, children in the study have been followed from birth through sixth
grade. Children were observed in their child-care settings at five time points
(6, 15, 24, 36, and 54 months). Settings included informal arrangements, such
as relative care, as well as formal arrangements, including center-based care,
public pre-kindergarten, and Head Start programs. Following developmental
theory, the investigators developed a time-sampling measure of child-care
quality that could be used across settings and that focused on caregiver sensi-
tivity and stimulation of cognitive skills. Some of the field’s most important
findings about child-care quality are derived from this unprecedented study.
The strongest findings are for cognitive and language outcomes, both of which
were predicted by structural characteristic of child care (NICHD ECCRN,
1999, 2002b) as well as by process characteristics (NICHD ECCRN, 2000a,
2002c).

Findings about the importance of child-care quality are worrisome in light
of typical care in the United States, which has been found repeatedly to fall
below standards recommended by pediatric and early childhood profession-
als. For example, consider the low percentages of child-care centers from the
NICHD study that met the caregiver–child ratio guidelines from the American
Public Health Association and the American Academy of Pediatrics: 36% at
6 months, 20% at 15 months, 26% at 24 months, and 56% at 36 months
(NICHD ECCRN, 1999). Given the extreme demands placed on caregivers
by high child–teacher ratios, it is not surprising that, in the NICHD study,
positive caregiving quality was observed to be characteristic of only 44% of
settings across all types of care (NICHD ECCRN, 2000b).

The data from the NICHD study on whether child care poses a risk are
mixed. With respect to mother–child attachment, there was no evidence that
insecurity was associated with child-care experience, as indicated by the
quality, amount, type, or stability of care (NICHD ECCRN, 1997a); there
was, however, some indication that poor-quality child care coupled with
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poor-quality parenting might pose an increased risk of insecurity. With respect
to behavior problems, there was evidence of risk associated with more hours
in child care. This paper was so controversial within the field that the editor of
Child Development published eight commentaries along side it. Some critics
failed to replicate this finding with other samples (Love et al., 2003), while
others pointed out the real possibility that unexplored third variables might be
operating, such as temperament (Crockenberg, 2003) and parenting (Ahnert &
Lamb, 2003). Newcombe (2003) questioned the ability to model relations be-
tween two variables with many others controlled by asking whether some
controls control too much. This study generated much discussion, within the
academy and beyond, because the stakes are high for parents, at least for some
parents. We know from this study that any risk associated with hours did not
operate universally, because only 15% of children in full-time care evidenced
above-average behavior problems. Following Bronfenbrenner, the next task
is to identify moderators of this effect. This is no easy task in nonexperimen-
tal work, because even large studies like the NICHD study tend to lack the
statistical power necessary to detect interactions (McClelland & Judd, 1993).

Policy Research

In a sense, all research on child care is policy relevant. Nevertheless, most
child-care studies are designed to answer scientific questions about asso-
ciations between early experience and development rather than policy ques-
tions on targeted initiatives. Findings from scientific questions are only policy
relevant in an indirect sense and typically only lead to general recommen-
dations, for example, that higher quality child-care is better for children. In
contrast, findings from policy questions are relevant in a direct sense and
typically lead to specific recommendations, such as the thresholds of quality
defined in state child-care regulations. Most of the policy-relevant develop-
mental research on child care concerns so-called regulable aspects of care
quality, specifically caregiver–child ratios, group size, and caregiver educa-
tion and training.

The first, and perhaps best, example of research on child-care regulables
is the National Day Care Study (NDCS), conducted by Abt Associates and
funded by the Day Care Division of the Administration for Children, Youth
and Families (Ruopp et al., 1977). This study is significant for two reasons.
First, it is one of the few child-care studies that was designed specifically to
address a policy debate, rooted in the 1968 Federal Interagency Day-Care
Regulations. Second, this was one of the first large-scale, multisite studies
of children. As such, it served as a model of how to do research on applied
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problems generally and on child care specifically. There is no doubt that other
child-care researchers came to realize the importance of this approach to en-
sure the generalizability of their findings. For example, several multisite child-
care studies conducted during the 1990s documented associations between
the range of quality observed in licensed programs and the stringency of
the state child-care regulations governing the programs (Phillips, Whitebook,
& Howes, 1992; Phillips, Mekos et al., 2001). The hallmark of important
studies like the National Child Care Staffing Study, the Cost Quality & Out-
comes Study, and the NICHD Study of Early Child Care is their multisite
approach.

The NDCS is really a collection of three studies. The first study was nonex-
perimental, focusing on naturally existing relations among regulated center
characteristics in 64 centers from Atlanta, Detroit, and Seattle, cities chosen
to reflect geographic, demographic, and regulatory diversity. The second two
studies were each experimental. In study 2 (n = 49 centers), child–caregiver
ratios were lowered in selected centers and untreated in other centers. In study
3 (n = 29 classrooms from 8 centers), children were randomly assigned to
classes with varying levels of child–caregiver ratios and caregiver education.

The experimental studies produced “only scattered and largely nonsignifi-
cant effects” (Ruopp et al., 1977, p. 80). Most of the policy recommendations
were derived from the nonexperimental study. The main finding was that
group size and caregiver training/education were related to observed qual-
ity, as measured by social interaction, management, reflection, and aimless
wandering, with group size being the strongest predictor. In contrast, child–
caregiver ratio was only weakly associated with quality. Significantly, group
size and caregiver training/education – unlike child–caregiver ratio – were
unrelated to cost. Thus, the Abt research team was in the position to make
regulatory recommendations regarding several key provisions of the FIDCR
that would improve child-care quality with no additional funds required. The
National Day Care Study stands alone in its findings on caregiver–child ratios.
Virtually every other major study has revealed stronger associations between
ratios and quality.

The National Child Care Staffing Study (NCCSS) (Whitebook, Howes, &
Phillips, 1990; Phillips, Whitebook, & Howes, 1992) revisited the three NDCS
sites in addition to Phoenix and Boston. This study was explicitly designed
to address policy issues regarding (1) trends in the center-based child-care
market since the 1977 NDCS; (2) the qualifications and stability of the nation’s
child-care workforce; (3) the contribution of child-care staff to the quality of
care received by children; and (4) variation in the quality of care offered to
children in centers governed by widely differing state child-care standards
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and managed under differing financial and legal auspices. In so doing, it
set new ground by linking the adult work environment with research-based
dimensions of care and by including measurement of regulatory and financial
variables that constitute a central part of the policy ecology of child care.

Findings from the NCCSS documented the impact of the recommendations
from the NDCS: during the interval between the two studies, child–staff ra-
tios increased, while group sizes decreased. Follow-up studies of the Staffing
Study sample in 1992 and 1997 (Whitebook, Howes, & Phillips, 1998) re-
vealed staggeringly high turnover of both teaching staff and child-care pro-
grams over the decade of data collection, from 15% to 41%, further illustrating
the value of adding longitudinal studies to the toolbox of child-care research.
An unanticipated finding was that staff wages were the strongest predictor
of child-care quality, stronger than even teacher education (see also Phillips
et al., 2001). Although the NCCSS did a great deal to promote public education
about the importance of adequately trained and compensated teachers, solu-
tions to the child-care market failure have been slow in coming (Blau, 2001;
Helburn & Bergmann, 2002).

The implementation of new ratio and education requirements in Florida
offered Howes, Smith, and Galinsky (1995) the opportunity to conduct an
important quasi-experiment. In 1992, regulations for child–caregiver ratios
for infants changed from 6:1 to 4:1 for infants and from 8:1 to 6:1 for toddlers.
In addition, for every 20 children, child-care facilities were required to have a
caregiver with a Child Development Associate credential. The Florida Child
Care Improvement Study used a pretest–posttest design to evaluate the effec-
tiveness of these two requirements, with 880 children participating in each
cohort. The findings were impressive. When ratios decreased, there was a
significant increase in the overall quality of child care. Importantly, increases
in quality were linked with better child outcomes. When compared with the
pretest group, the posttest group of children engaged in more complex play
with objects and with each other, were more securely attached to caregivers,
had better language scores, and exhibited fewer behavior problems.

To date, the NICHD ECCRN network has published two papers that were
designed to test policy questions about the importance of regulable aspects
of child care. The first concerns an evaluation of a set of child-care center
recommendations, jointly issued by the American Public Health Association
and the American Academy of Pediatrics in 1992, for child–staff ratios, group
size, and caregiver training. Greater caregiver training was associated with
improved school readiness and language comprehension as well as with fewer
behavior problems; better child–staff ratios were also associated with fewer
behavior problems (NICHD ECCRN, 1999). The second paper tested a series
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of structural equation models and found a mediated path from both caregiver
training and child–staff ratio through caregiver–child interactions to both cog-
nitive and social competence (NICHD ECCRN, 2002b). Together, these two
papers provide empirical support for policies that improve state regulations
for caregiver training and child–staff ratios. They also demonstrate how pol-
icy research can be derived from developmental data sets. Perhaps these kinds
of studies will usher in a fourth wave of research.

Although most of the research in this area concerns center-based care,
most children attend informal care arrangements, especially during the first
few years of life. Several studies have attempted to examine how children fare
in family child care, provided either by a relative or an unrelated person. The
findings from these studies tend to parallel those from studies of center-based
care. For example, Galinsky, Howes, Kontos, and Shinn (1994) studied 225
children attending a family child-care program in either San Fernando/Los
Angeles, California; Dallas/Fort Worth, Texas; or Charlotte, North Carolina.
Quality was poor, especially for children from low-income families, character-
istics of quality were intercorrelated, and quality mattered for child outcomes.
Clarke-Stewart, Vandell, Burchinal, O’Brien, and McCartney (2002) studied
a subsample of children from the NICHD ECCRN who attended family child
care at 15, 24, and/or 36 months. Caregivers who were better educated and
had received more recent training structured better learning environments
and provided warmer and more sensitive caregiving. These researchers also
tested new quality standards developed for the National Association of Family
Child Care accreditation program (Modigliani & Bromer (1997). When set-
tings were in compliance with these recommended age-weighted group size
cut-offs, caregivers provided more positive caregiving. These findings make
a case for regulating caregivers’ education and training and for requiring that
child-care homes not exceed recommended age-weighted group sizes.

Statistical Significance and Practical Importance

Until recently, significant findings were enough to demonstrate child-care ef-
fects to the policy community. Recently, however, debates about effect sizes
have emerged in policy discussions of child care as well as other social pro-
grams, such as family support programs (e.g., Layzer, Goodson, Bernstein, &
Price, 2001). With respect to child care, Blau (1997), an economist, ques-
tioned whether regulable indicators of quality, for example, child–staff ratio,
group size, and caregiver training, predict observed quality. Scarr (1999),
a developmentalist, questioned whether any quality indicators predict child
outcomes. In a review, she posited that “child care quality within the range
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of American child-care centers does not have important impacts on the de-
velopment of children from ordinary homes” and that states should examine
the impact of their regulations “on making child care affordable, available,
and of sufficient quality to support good child development” (Scarr, 1999,
p. 105).

Lamb (1998) critiqued the small-effects argument on conceptual grounds.
He reminded developmentalists that “all aspects of behavioral development
are multiply and redundantly determined, and, as a result, the absolute mag-
nitude of each individual influence is likely to be quite small when all impor-
tant factors are taken into account simultaneously” (p. 116). McCartney and
Rosenthal (2000) critiqued the small-effects argument on practical grounds.
They argued that even small effects with life and death consequences have
practical consequences; for example, the effect size for the effect of aspirin in
preventing heart attacks (r = .03) would be labeled small using an arbitrary
numerical threshold, and yet the practical importance of this finding is great.
Fabes et al. (2000) have suggested that small effects have practical impor-
tance if the effect is experienced by large groups of people, which is the case
with respect to child care. McCartney and Rosenthal warn against embracing
null findings, and, instead, suggest comparing effect sizes within and across
studies. For example, in the NICHD study (NICHD ECCRN, 1999), child-
care quality effects were about half the size of home quality effects. In this
context, child-care effects hardly seem small.

Roles Played by Developmental Psychologists

This brief excursion through history highlights the conspicuous gap that char-
acterizes prevailing political and scientific concerns about and goals for child
care. Policymakers ask, “Are we providing enough child care so that par-
ents on welfare can pursue employment undeterred?” Developmentalists ask,
“Are we providing the kinds of child-care experiences that foster healthy
growth and development?” Ironically, policymakers do care about children’s
experiences when Head Start is the focus of attention, as illustrated by the
program’s 25% funding set-aside for quality initiatives and on-going support
for performance standards, literacy initiatives, and evaluation.

White (2002), in calling for a “politics of science,” raised the intriguing
question of whether science can ever shift the place of a program on the
policy landscape. For our purposes, the question becomes one of moving
child care closer to the developmental priorities that have guided the Head
Start program. An examination of the roles developmentalists have played
in Head Start suggests strategies to answer this question. Specifically, White
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and Phillips (2001) identified four roles: representation, demonstration, ide-
alization, and evaluation. Representation involves building public awareness
of an issue, problem, or underserved population; demonstration involves il-
lustrating the potential outcomes of a program through model or demonstra-
tion projects; idealization involves portraying the broader possibilities of a
program; and evaluation involves providing evidence on program effective-
ness. Policymakers included social scientists in Head Start to foster its political
success; and indeed Head Start is one of the most successful programs for
children ever initiated, based on its longevity, funding levels, and bipartisan
support. For this reason, an examination of these four roles as they pertain to
child care offers a means to understand the disconnect between research and
policy.

Representation

Representation refers to the use of research as a vehicle for building public
awareness of an issue. A central role played by developmental psychologists
during and since the 1960s has been to build public awareness and under-
standing of children’s lives and needs. The ultimate purpose of these efforts
to represent children through research is to mobilize public sentiment and pub-
lic policy on their behalf. Although characterizations of poor children were
instrumental to the development of Head Start (White and Phillips, 2001),
which typically includes a child-care component, developmentalists have also
attempted to influence child-care policy through broader representations of
the development of all children. Researchers also have a long history of rep-
resenting child-care programs and providers in studies aimed at describing
the conditions and care that children experience when not in the care of their
parents.

Representations of Children. Developmentalists who study child care have
often found themselves in the position of representing the needs of children
in the broader debates that subsume policies on child care. Perhaps the most
long-standing example of this role is found in welfare reform debates. A
central theme sounded by developmentalists has been the need to ensure
that children are cared for in safe, developmentally beneficial settings, while
their mothers participate in welfare-to-work programs. In 1967, for example,
advocates for children were successful in attaching a requirement that child-
care programs funded through the WIN program meet Federal Interagency
Day Care Regulations (FIDCR). Child development scholars on the Federal
Panel on Early Childhood, which was charged with drafting the regulations,
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represented the needs of children by arguing for small children–staff ratios
(see Nelson, 1982 for an excellent history of the FIDCR). Representatives of
the Department of Labor’s Manpower Administration and the Bureau of the
Budget vehemently and successfully objected to costly ratio provisions.

By the time of the major welfare reform overhaul of 1996, the issue of
federal child-care regulations had long been moribund. The FIDCR were
never fully implemented and, in 1981, were eliminated from all federal child-
care legislation, effectively silencing the debate on this issue to the present
day. However, other issues of central importance to children were up for
discussion as a result of the anticipated large influx of new populations of
children into child care, including infants. In addition to the topic of infant
child care, active debates focused on whether child-care programs that are
legally operating but generally not subject to state child-care regulations (e.g.,
care by relatives) should be eligible for public funds, whether mothers moving
from public assistance to paid employment should be hired as child-care
workers, and whether any monies would be set aside for quality improvement
efforts.

Researchers were among the hundreds of individuals who testified as part
of the 1996 welfare reform process, representing the needs of young children
who were going to be placed in child care as a result of federally mandated
maternal job training and work programs. The themes raised by developmen-
tal psychologists included the importance of quality child care, especially for
children from impoverished families; the low supply of adequate infant child
care; and the inequities that characterize the distribution of poor versus non-
poor families into low versus higher quality child care (Burchinal, Roberts,
Nabors, & Bryant, 1994; NICHD ECCRN, 1997b, 2002b; Phillips, Voran,
Kisker, Whitebook, & Howes, 1994).

The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunities Reconciliation Act
of 1996 allows public funds to support child care in unregulated (but not ille-
gal) programs, it mandates work (and thus child care) for parents of infants,
and sets aside only 4% of the child-care funds for quality initiatives. It also,
however, led to an increase in federal funding for child care by $4.5 billion
over six years (Blank & Haskins, 2001). The open question raised by develop-
mentalists today is what these increased dollars are purchasing and whether
it is beneficial or detrimental for young children. Unfortunately, most of the
large-scale evaluations of welfare reform effects on child outcomes (Mor-
ris, Huston, Duncan et al., 2001; Zaslow, Moore, Tout, Scarpa, & Vandivere,
2002) did not include adequate samples of infants and toddlers. The one
study that allows us to get a glimpse of child care for this age group tells
a mixed story (Coley, Chase-Lansdale, & Li-Grining 2001). Preschoolers
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in formal child-care centers (44% of the sample) typically received safe,
stimulating, and nurturing care. Those in informal settings, particularly those
that were not regulated (46% of the sample), often received unstimulating
care from providers who were insensitive. The weekly costs of care across
these two groups of arrangements, as reported by mothers, were surprisingly
comparable.

Beyond the welfare context, developmental science has revealed more
nuanced characterizations of early development that are also being fed into
early childhood policy discussions, including those focused on child care.
The National Academy of Science’s report, From Neurons to Neighborhoods
(Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000), summarized decades of research on early de-
velopment into three central messages: while early development does not
provide an indelible blueprint for adult outcomes, early damage can seri-
ously limit future possibilities for growth; compensating for missed opportu-
nities can be expensive and time-consuming; and initial pathways establish
either a fragile or sturdy foundation upon which subsequent development
is built. This report, in effect, identified what is at stake when children’s
early environments, including child care, fail to provide the nurturance, stim-
ulation, and consistency that children need for healthy growth. The extent
to which this portrait of early development will influence child-care policy
is likely to hinge on the extent to which child care is portrayed less as a
service for families and more as an intervention in young children’s lives.
Research that can accomplish this, as we discuss below, is just beginning to
emerge.

Representations of Child Care. One of the earliest studies of child care
was conducted by two early childhood experts from Teachers College (Reed
& Raymond, 1929). The themes and concerns highlighted in this report are
hauntingly similar to those sounded almost 50 years later in the 1972 National
Council of Jewish Women’s report, Windows on Day Care (Keyserling, 1972),
and reiterated in numerous descriptive studies from the 1990s. Reed and
Raymond, for example, studied day nurseries, nursery schools, and kinder-
gartens located in six settlement houses in New York City (see Michel, 1999).
They reported lack of professional qualifications among the staff, unaccept-
ably large numbers of children per staff, poor hygiene and nutrition, and
inadequate curricula. These studies, which read more like exposes than even-
handed data gathering, clearly represented day care in a negative light. Al-
though intended to alarm parents and compel policymakers to take corrective
action, their predominant impact may have been to solidify public views of
“institutional” child care as an undesirable service, acceptable only for fami-
lies in desperate circumstances. They also cast child care as a custodial care
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service from which more legitimate initiatives, such as the WPA nurseries
and the Lanham Act centers, needed to distance themselves.

The enduring impact of these early studies has been negligible as testified
to by the current generation of such reports, which have confirmed the ex-
tensive variability in child-care staff and the quality of care they provide to
children. What is different about these contemporary reports is that they have
reached beyond center-based programs to include home-based arrangements
and linked variation in quality to developmental outcomes, thus documenting
the pervasive nature of the uneven quality of child care and its consequences
for child development.

Developmental psychologists who study child care are not, however, a uni-
fied group and their differing perspectives have fueled substantial controversy
and ambivalence about child care. One of the most lively illustrations of
this derives from the so-called day-care wars, launched with Belsky’s (1986)
article for the journal of the National Center for Clinical Infant Programs.
Because Belsky had co-authored a review of child-care research (Belsky &
Steinberg, 1978), his concern was taken seriously by academics and by the
public. He argued that infant day care posed a risk to mother–infant attachment
and fostered aggressive behavior. A maelstrom of media attention included
headlines that read, “Is Day Care Ruining Our Kids?” and “Brave New World:
How Day Care Harms Children.” Replies by other developmental psycholo-
gists (Phillips et al., 1987; Fein & Fox, 1988) and counter replies by Belsky
(1987) provided a confusing array of representations of the developmental
consequences of infant child care, alarmed many parents, and reinforced the
views of many decisionmakers who did not want to lend their support to
child-care legislation.

Although this controversy led directly to the initiation of the NICHD
Study of Early Child Care in 1990 (NICHD ECCRN, 2002a), research on
child care continues to be portrayed negatively in the media. Recent media
coverage of evidence from the NICHD Study reporting both positive and
negative consequences of child care (NICHD ECCRN, 2001a, 2001b) em-
phasized the negative and reignited the day-care wars with headlines such as,
“New Study Critiquing Child Care Irks Parents” (San Fransisco Chronicle,
April 20, 2001) and “Researchers in Child Care Study Clash Over Findings”
(Los Angeles Times, April 26, 2001). In the process, developmental science
and the scientists themselves were sometimes cast in unflattering terms.

Demonstration

Demonstration refers to psychologists’ role in illustrating the potential out-
comes of a program or policy through model projects. Psychologists and early
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childhood educators have played a variety of roles in the support of model
child-care centers, from constituent to director. Sometimes, these centers are
affiliated with universities and referred to as laboratory schools; in fact, one
of us (McCartney) served as the director of the University of New Hampshire
Child Study & Development Center. The purpose of laboratory schools is
three-fold: (1) to serve as site for pre-service teacher training in early child-
hood education; (2) to serve as research sites; and (3) to serve as model schools
(McBride, 1996). Osborn’s (1991) history of these programs links their ori-
gin, in the early 1920s, with early research on child development; it is in this
sense that these schools served as laboratories. For example, Gessell’s work
on maturation at Yale, Parten’s work on play at the University of Minnesota,
Wellman and Skeels work on intelligence at Iowa all were conducted in uni-
versity lab schools (McBride, 1996). The most famous laboratory school is
no doubt the one John Dewey founded at the University of Chicago.

In the mid-1960s, a number of model schools were founded as interven-
tion programs for poor children, including preschool programs designed by
Bereiter and Engelmann (1966) and Gray and Klaus (1965). Bettye Caldwell
and Julius Richmond established one of the first of these university-based
intervention preschools at Syracuse University in 1964. The Children’s Cen-
ter was portrayed as a “demonstration day-care center” for young children
under 3 years from low-income homes with employed mothers (Caldwell &
Richmond, 1965). The project was motivated by two pressures, one from em-
ployed mothers who needed good child care, especially for their infants, and
the other by social scientists like Caldwell who hoped to test new ideas about
the importance of early experience. The nation’s ambivalence about child care
is reflected in Caldwell’s own analysis of the center: “We continued to seem
uncertain about whether we must show the child-welfare field that children
participating in our program were not harmed, or whether we could hope
to demonstrate they showed significant developmental gains” (p. 33). Nev-
ertheless, the Syracuse University school lab served as an influential model
program, not only because it was the first to link child care with intervention
for children from families with few economic resources, but also because
of the research component that was so integral to the school (see Caldwell
& Freyer, 1982). Other programs with this dual mission followed, notably
the Abecedarian Project at the University of North Carolina with demon-
strated child-care effects for cognitive and language development from early
childhood through adolescence (Campbell & Ramey, 1994; Ramey & Ramey,
1990).

As is true across diverse arenas of child policy and practice, European
countries have also served to demonstrate new possibilities for child care
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(Kamerman, 1995). The legacy of the Montessori Children’s Houses in Italy
has been present in the United States for the past hundred years (Michel, 1999).
Italy’s influence continues with the Reggio Emilia Approach, developed in
a northern town by Loris Malaguzzi and his followers (Edwards, Gandini,
& Forman, 1998). Educators from all over the world have visited Reggio
Schools to observe young children working collaboratively on projects that
they have co-constructed with their teachers (see Gardner, 1993; Katz, 1993).
The Reggio phenomenon illustrates the role that model schools still play in
early care and education practice.

Idealization

The third role played by developmental psychologists who have contributed
to Head Start involves articulating why a particular policy is the “right thing
to do” (White & Phillips, 2001, p. 96) and what its broader possibilities might
include. This blends what others have referred to as the knowledge-building
and problem-exploring functions of research (see National Research Council,
1978). The goal is to direct fundamental understandings about development
toward the accomplishment of social goals. For Head Start, this consisted of
articulating the program’s possibilities for improving child health and well-
being, empowering poor parents, and serving as a catalyst for community
action.

Given the more diffuse boundaries of child care, it is less obvious that
psychologists have provided idealized views of what might be possible beyond
urging policymakers to consider child care as a form of early intervention with
all of the possibilities that have been envisioned for Head Start (Caldwell,
1991). There is, however, one striking parallel between the early history of
Head Start and the contemporary context of child-care policy that warrants
discussion. It links the high hopes for IQ modification that captivated public
discussions of early intervention during the 1960s and the current fascination
with early brain development.

As described by White and Phillips (2001) and others (Vinofskis, 1999;
Zigler & Trickett, 1978; Zigler & Freedman, 1987), psychologists managed
to graft existing theory about IQ modification (Bloom, 1964; Hunt, 1961)
onto Head Start at a time when this fledgling program was seeking pub-
lic acceptance. In a reminiscent fashion, the brief discussion of early brain
development in the Starting Points report issued by the Carnegie Task Force
on Meeting the Needs of Young Children in 1994 captured the public imag-
ination and set in motion a train of events that aligned synaptic growth with
early intervention (see Thompson & Nelson, 2001, for an excellent account
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of this story). Child-care advocates understandably seized the opportunity to
justify their calls for quality improvement. Ultimately, the controversy that
ensued about what many viewed as a misapplication of science for advo-
cacy purposes (see, for example, Bruer, 1999; Kagan, 1998) led the U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services to commission the Board on
Children, Youth, and Families of the National Research Council and the
Institute of Medicine (of which Sheldon White was the first chair) to con-
duct the study that become Neurons to Neighborhoods (Shonkoff & Phillips,
2000).

It is difficult to account fully for the prominence of these strands of research
in policy discussions about early intervention and child care. One plausible
scenario is that IQ modification in the mid-1960s and synaptic development
in the mid-1990s provided scientifically grounded, uncontestable, hard-wired
phenomena that everyone could agree society should promote. The outcomes
are easily measured (for IQ) or visualized (for synapses), thus trumping other
less tangible goals in the minds of policymakers who seek proof positive of
program effects. In the case of early brain development in particular, the slides
of “deprived” and “nondeprived” brains that were shown in Congressional
hearing rooms and state capitols were extremely compelling to policymakers
who are not well grounded in developmental science. Supporting early in-
tervention programs almost put them on a par with neurosurgeons, sculpting
brain development as it unfolds. As a result, interventions ranging from home
visitation to pre-kindergarten programs to the gift of Mozart tapes to all new
parents proliferated around the country.

It remains a stretch, however, to suggest that child-care policy – as distinct
from other early childhood policies, such as Head Start and home visitation –
benefited from this moment when neuroscience and early intervention met up,
however dubiously. In fact, the virtual lack of child-care policies developed in
response to the romance with neuroscience once again illustrates the extent
to which child care is not viewed as child developmentalists view it, namely
as an influential environment for early development.

Evaluation

The fourth role played by developmental psychologists, as described by White
and Phillips (2001), involves them in the design, implementation, and interpre-
tation of evaluation studies of Head Start. As with idealization, because child
care is not an identifiable program, it has almost entirely eluded the evaluation
enterprise. The NDCS still offers the only example of experimental research
on child care as it is typically experienced in the United States. Evaluation
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research has historically been reserved for discrete, often model, programs
with clear goals, such as the Perry Preschool Project, the Abecedarian
Project, and the Infant Health and Development Program. A recent excep-
tion is an evaluation of Tulsa, Oklahoma’s universal, school-based pre-
kindergarten program, which has demonstrated the success with which
systemic, population-wide interventions can foster school readiness (Gormley
& Gayor, 2005; Gormley & Phillips, 2003).

This situation may be changing. Although child care remains outside the
focus of ongoing evaluations of early childhood programs, some of these
evaluations include assessments of child-care arrangements for children in
the comparison and treatment. For example, the Congressionally mandated
Head Start Impact Study, which will involve over 5,000 3- and 4-year-old
children from a stratified, national sample of Head Start grantees, will in-
clude on-site observations of all forms of nonparental child care used by
the children in the randomly assigned control group. Information about the
types and hours of care used by the treatment children (those randomly as-
signed to Head Start) during hours when they are not in Head Start will also
be gathered (see http://www.acf.dhhs.gov/programs/core/ongoing research/
hs.impact intro.html). It is significant that evaluation funds are being used to
assess child care, though it is also important to understand that the child-care
data are not experimental data.

A closer link between evaluation research and child care is exemplified
by a new study of child-care subsidy strategies, conducted by the Manpower
Demonstration and Research Corporation (MDRC). The study is focused on
financial issues, specifically understanding how states’ systems for subsidiz-
ing child care can be designed to accomplish the dual goals of improving
children’s well-being and supporting the employment of low-income parents.
Four sites will be selected to participate in this multiyear random assignment
study, which will assess such policy mechanisms as the levels of child-care
subsidies or families’ copayments and “tiered reimbursements” to child-care
providers depending upon the quality of care they offer. To address the effects
of these policies, data collection will include assessments of the child-care
environments used by subsidized families.

Perhaps the longstanding gap between evaluations of intervention pro-
grams and correlational studies of child care is narrowing. This is an extremely
promising development. It affords the opportunity to align variation in child-
care quality with variation in the quality of early intervention programs, to
consider this full spectrum of quality as it affects the development of treatment
and comparison children, to address questions of whether and how typical
child care used simultaneously with early intervention programs mediates
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their influence on developmental outcomes, and to evaluate the influence
of giving low-income families access to higher quality child care through
subsidy enhancements. Answers to these questions are needed to focus pol-
icymakers’ attention on child care as an environment within which young
children receive or fail to receive the interactions and experiences that foster
their development.

Lessons Learned and Opportunities for the Future

Disparities between the driving issues addressed by research and policy are
hardly restricted to child care. Science holds an uneasy place in an arena
that White and Phillips characterize as “relying on bargaining, obfuscation,
and compromise” (2001, p. 83). As others in our field have recently noted
(McCartney & Rosenthal, 2000; Shonkoff, 2000), science has a minor part
in the larger dramas that drive social policy. These dramas tend to be driven
by social agendas and values through which scientific evidence is filtered and
either used or ignored. This has certainly been true of child-care policy for
which the fate of research has been profoundly shaped by its relevance to the
larger agendas that subsume discussions of child care.

Even when research is woven into the fabric of policy decisions, it is often
in a manner that highlights conflicting findings, fails to distinguish sound
evidence from speculation, and obfuscates the practical significance of the
findings. Research on child care has fallen prey to each of these hazards.
Inconsistent portrayals of child care’s developmental consequences within
the scientific community have fueled controversy (as well as additional re-
search) and confounded policymakers for whom the stakes associated with
making bad decisions about allocating public resources are extremely high.
Early speculation about the effects of infant day care framed policy debates
about child care in the language of risk, which is only now being clarified by
empirical evidence from the NICHD Study of Early Child Care and Youth
Development. And, presentations of correlational data to support calls for
greater investments in child-care quality have failed to address policymakers’
practical questions about, for example, thresholds below which development
is harmed or the economic payoffs that can be expected from quality improve-
ment initiatives.

Applying the framework provided by White and Phillips (2001) to the re-
lationship between child-care policy and research offers several insights into
the policy–science gap and affords hope that the future holds opportunities
for a more constructive alliance. The central lesson from history is the mis-
match between the incentives guiding policy on child care and the concerns
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of scientists who seek to apply science to policy. In recent years, child-care
policy has evolved in the context of welfare reform, which created incentives
to enhance child-care supply, respond to parents’ needs for flexibility, and
reduce costs of care. Efforts to improve child-care quality – the facet of
child care most strongly associated with its developmental effects – are in-
consistent with efforts to increase supply and reduce costs. Even recent ev-
idence raising concerns about the amount of children’s exposure to child
care is unlikely to alter the direction of public policy, given that the natural
responses (e.g., more generous family leave policies, resumption of exemp-
tions from welfare reform for mothers of young children) fly in the face of
current policies.

To the extent that questions about child care and child development surface
in the policy arena, they are now focused on the “magnitude of effects.” Are the
consequences of child care for children, documented in the research literature,
large enough to warrant public investments in those dimensions of care (e.g.,
small ratios of children to adults, educated teachers, perhaps fewer hours)
that matter for children? McCartney and Rosenthal (2000) make the case
for an affirmative response. Yet, because child-care policy is decoupled from
goals for children, the policy response has largely been negative. Clearly,
continuing to conduct and communicate our research as we presently do is
not a viable option if we accept White’s (2002) proposal that we “recognize
developmental psychology’s agency . . . as a cooperative endeavor that has
particular relevance to the problems and needs of contemporary society.” So,
what can we do? Each of the roles identified by White and Phillips (2001)
suggests an answer.

The representation function of science is descriptive in nature and political
in intent. The challenge is one of aligning the representations provided by
research with prevailing political issues. In the case of child care, two issues
are now prominent: welfare reform and early literacy. Welfare reform directs
attention to the role of child care in either supporting or undermining its
adult-focused goal of promoting employment. Representations of the child
care that is purchased with federal welfare dollars are more likely to capture
policymakers’ interest than are broad representations of the vast variation
in quality that characterizes child care more generally. Forthcoming reports
from the federally funded National Study of Low-Income Child Care (Collins,
Layzer, Kreader et al., 2000) will provide relevant evidence. These data may
also be used to raise equity issues regarding access to quality care on behalf
of welfare families as compared with other low-income families, as in past
efforts to assess social class differences in access to quality care (NICHD
ECCRN, 1997b; Phillips et al., 1994). Going one step further, analyses that
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link differing patterns of reliance on welfare-subsidized child care to the
success with which families make the transition to and sustain employment
would likely be of high interest to policymakers.

With regard to early literacy, efforts to focus representations of child care
on dimensions that promote early literacy (e.g., language interactions, time
spent reading) stand a greater chance of influencing policy discussions than
do more generic portrayals of child-care quality. Along these lines, forth-
coming data from the Who Stays? Who Leaves? Longitudinal Study of the
Child Care Workforce conducted in Alameda County, California, reveal highly
variable adult English literacy levels among both subsidized and nonsubsi-
dized child-care providers, as well as no differences in literacy across Head
Start, state-funded pre-kindergarten, and other center-based teachers (Phillips,
Crowell, & Whitebook, 2003). This study is designed to provide a portrait
of the early care and education workforce across both home- (60 licensed
and 12 unlicensed home-based providers) and center-based (83 teachers and
42 directors) arrangements, serving low-income (subsidized and nonsubsi-
dized) and middle-income children, as it changes over the course of three
waves of data collection between August 2001 and March 2003. Importantly,
adult literacy levels correlated with the quality of the language environments
experienced by infants, toddlers, and preschoolers in both home- and center-
based child care.

The question of demonstration and child care deserves some serious exam-
ination. There is a wide gap between child care in practice and both laboratory
schools and early childhood demonstrations such as the Abecedarian Project
and even Caldwell’s Syracuse University Center. Exaggerated claims about
what child care can accomplish based on these hot-house programs are un-
warranted. In the long run, they can lull decisionmakers into complacency
about modest investments and create a high stakes environment for account-
ability (Shonkoff, 2000). Perhaps for these reasons, demonstration and model
programs remain aligned with the rhetoric of early intervention, not with child
care. Even within this realm the leap from demonstration to scaled-up early
interventions such as Head Start has been the topic of controversy (Zigler &
Styfco, 1994).

This leaves developmentalists with the challenging task of identifying what
a child-care demonstration ought to look like. Following the isolated example
of the National Day Care Study, it could focus on systemically manipulating
policy-relevant facets of child care and examining child outcomes. Beyond
this, it could address the thorny issue of how best to meet the needs of chil-
dren in the context of working families, an issue that the early intervention
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literature has largely set aside (see Phillips & Cabrera, 1996). In effect, this is
the orientation of the new child-care subsidy demonstrations. Careful studies
of small or large segments of the child care offered by other countries (see
above) come quite close to demonstrating possibilities for child care in the
United States. In practice, however, effective efforts to deploy the demonstra-
tion role of science, aligned as it has been with programs that are significantly
better endowed than typical child-care programs, toward the goal of explor-
ing possibilities for child care remain elusive. This illustrates, yet again, a
disjuncture between persistent demands to “scale-up” child care to meet the
needs of working parents and the necessarily tight focus of demonstration
projects.

The idealization role played by developmentalists who have worked closely
with Head Start is also problematic when grafted onto child-care policy. As
with the demonstration function, it is difficult to envision capacities for a
program with boundaries as diffuse as those for child care. The brief ro-
mance with neuroscience as a rationale for expecting more of child care had
barely detectable repercussions. For reasons well articulated by Thompson
and Nelson (2001), this is probably a blessing in disguise. As with leaps from
hot-house interventions to national programs, leaps from child care to synap-
tic development are not only irresponsible, but also run the risk of setting
loose a backlash that would likely further undermine public confidence in
child-care programs.

A more productive approach to considering broader possibilities for child
care focuses less on what investments in child care could accomplish and more
on what Prewitt (1983) and Weiss (1980) have referred to as the subversion
or enlightenment function of science. The enlightenment function addresses
the value of science in bringing new concepts and issues to public and policy
attention. It directs attention not to answering questions but to asking them.
Some examples of this within the child-care field have involved expanding
notions of quality care to encompass the adult work environment, specifi-
cally, wages (Whitebook, Howes, & Phillips 1990) and bringing concepts of
equality and equity to bear on discussions of access to care (Phillips et al.,
1994; ECCRN, 1997b). The intent, as with the idealization function, is to push
policy discussions beyond their conventional boundaries to open up new pos-
sibilities for action. In the case of child care, the successful subversion of
prevailing policy premises is likely to involve decoupling child care from
welfare policy, bringing new questions and concepts to the quality debate,
and bridging the illogical disjunction between early intervention (e.g., Head
Start, Early Head Start, Early Reading First) and child-care policies.
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Bringing the evaluation enterprise to studies of child care is a daunting and
controversial task. On-going debates about how best to evaluate Head Start
(see White & Phillips, 2001) offer important, but sobering lessons for the
child-care field. Yet, it may be through this role that the greatest opportunities
for bringing developmental goals more directly into discussions of child-care
policy will emerge. Current evaluation studies are blurring the lines between
research on early intervention and research on child care. In the process, child-
care environments will necessarily be placed along a spectrum that includes
the best of what government provides. This spectrum will then be linked to
developmental outcomes that all agree are desirable (e.g., preliteracy, con-
structive social skills). Perhaps of greater importance are the possibilities that
these data afford to conduct the kinds of cost-benefit analyses that will high-
light, for budget-conscious policymakers, what varying levels of investment
can produce. As we’ve been reminded by McCartney and Rosenthal, “when
we allocate funds to programs that do not work, we waste precious resources.
When we fail to allocate funds to programs that can and do work, we allow
children to be at risk” (2000, p. 179).

We close this chapter on an optimistic note. Although research will al-
ways be an orphan child at the table where policy is made, in the end,
both enterprises are involved in testing hypotheses about effective invest-
ments in the lives of children. Child care in today’s policy discussions is
primarily tied to investments focused on work as family policy. Child care
in today’s research discussions is viewed primarily as a context for develop-
ment as well as a context for intervention for disadvantaged children. These
are not inherently incompatible perspectives, despite that fact that they have
evolved in parallel. We believe that representations of child care that are
better aligned with prevailing policy concerns, efforts to portray the possi-
bilities child care offers to children as well as families, and evaluations that
demonstrate the lost opportunities of current investments in child care can
each serve as strategies for shifting policy and research toward converging
trajectories.
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6 Child Development and Child-Care Policy

Modest Impacts

Ron Haskins

Whether developmental scientists have had an impact on the nation’s day-
care and preschool education policy is an important issue for several rea-
sons. Social science research in general, and child development research in
particular, is funded primarily by the federal government and foundations.
Although I do not want to get entwined in the argument about the payoffs
from basic versus applied research, there is little question that the federal gov-
ernment and foundations invest in child development research because they
are seeking improved development of poor children, especially as measured
by better academic performance in the schools. It follows that a major test of
the validity of research-generated knowledge about development is whether
knowledge can provide guidance for intervention programs designed to im-
prove development, especially of poor children. An equally important issue
is whether social scientists have learned to use their knowledge to influence
policymakers as they formulate the nation’s policy on day-care and preschool
programs.

To examine the impact of child development research and researchers on
the formulation of day-care and preschool policy, I adopt a straightforward
approach. At the risk of some simplification, the historical record of the devel-
opment of federal policy for day-care and preschool programs is divided into
five episodes: the creation of Head Start in 1965; the battle over federal reg-
ulations as represented by the Federal Interagency Day Care Requirements
(FIDCR); enactment of the Family Support Act of 1988; enactment of the
pivotal child-care legislation of 1990; and the mega battle over the 1996 wel-
fare reform legislation. After brief sketches of these seminal episodes in the
formulation of federal day-care and preschool policy, I turn to a review of the
major characteristics of federal child-care policy as it now stands. These char-
acteristics are: dual track policy, federal regulations, parent choice, religious
providers, and spending. My conclusion is that developmental scientists have
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made reasonable contributions to the policy process but other forces have
been even more important in policy development.

A preliminary issue deserves brief attention. It is useful to distinguish
between day-care and preschool programs, especially if one is not too rigid
about the distinction. Day-care and preschool programs form a continuum.
On the one end are facilities that provide a clean, well-lighted place for
care of young children while their parents work or attend school or training
courses. On the other end of the continuum are programs that explicitly aim to
stimulate children’s development. In the public mind – and in the mind of most
policymakers – the major goal of preschool education is to prepare children
for the academic challenges of schooling. Traditionally, however, professional
preschool educators and developmental researchers have also emphasized
health care, nutrition, social behavior, and parent involvement. Terms such as
“comprehensive care” and developing the “whole child” are sometimes used
to capture the broad array of developmental goals of preschool programs.
In observing the distinction between day-care and preschool education, it is
not wise to draw any sharp lines. Indeed, as we will see, one of the major
issues of day-care policy is whether facilities should be strictly regulated to
ensure “quality” – and an important part of quality regulations is curriculum
activities designed to stimulate children’s development.

Crucial Episodes in the Development of Day-Care
and Preschool Policy

Table 6.1 presents an overview of the major federal day-care and preschool
education programs. In addition, there are at least 70 or 80 minor programs
(U.S. General Accounting Office, 1994). Total federal spending on these
programs exceeded $25.5 billion in 2003, a considerable sum of money by
any standard. The programs listed in Table 6.1 are the outcome of nearly
four decades of sharp partisan debate and action by Congress and various
Presidential administrations. They are the current reality toward which past
actions moved relentlessly, if somewhat inscrutably.

Head Start

One of the more interesting chapters in our story is that of Head Start. President
Lyndon Johnson of Texas did more than almost any other American to advance
the cause of civil rights. He guided the original civil rights bills through the
Congress, first as Majority Leader of the Senate and then as President (Caro,
2002). However, Johnson also knew that simply establishing rights was not
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Table 6.1. Summary of State and Federal Spending on Preschool and
Child-Care Programs

Spending
Program (2003; millions)

Department of Educationa

Title I Grants $284
Early Reading First 75
Special Education

Infants and Families 437
Preschool Grants 390
Grants to States 512

Health and Human Servicesb

Discretionary Child Care and Development 2,100
Fund (CCDF)

Mandatory CCDF 2,717
Transfers from Temporary Assistance for Needy 2,000

Families (TANF) Block grant to CCDF
TANF Direct Expenditures on Child Care 1,580
State CCDF Match and Maintenance of Effort 2,247

Payments (MOE)
TANF MOE in Excess of CCDF MOE 750
Head Start 6,668
Social Services Block Grant (Title XX) 160

Department of Agriculturec

Child and Adult Care Food Program 1,940
Tax Expendituresb

Dependent Care Tax Credit 2,910
Employer Provided Child Care Exclusion 720
Employer Provided Child Care Credit 90

total $25,580

a Education spending based on the proportion of children under age 5.
b HHS and tax expenditures are for children of all ages; 53% of CCDF children

are under age 5.
c Only spending on children included in the estimate.
Source: Office of Management and Budget.

going to overcome the effects of centuries of slavery and Jim Crow. Thus, he
also launched the War on Poverty with comprehensive legislation in 1964.
The goal of much of this legislation was to place political power in the hands
of local communities – especially minority communities – so they could
organize and create programs to help themselves.

Johnson’s closest advisor on his poverty programs was Sargent Shriver,
an effective and relentless advocate for the poor. Shriver, whose wife Eunice
Kennedy Shriver was also an activist on behalf of the poor and the disabled,
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was convinced that poor and minority children got off to a difficult start in life
because their rearing environments did not help them achieve their develop-
mental potential. Shriver had been head of the school board in Chicago and
had already been thinking about early educational programs for poor children,
both to help them academically and to employ teachers during the summer
(Zigler & Muenchow, 1992). Shriver had visited Susan Gray’s preschool pro-
gram for poor children in Nashville and had been impressed with her evidence
that poor children were profiting from the experience (Gray & Klaus, 1970).
In December of 1964, Shriver asked Robert E. Cooke, a pediatrician at Johns
Hopkins University, to quickly form a committee of experts and to lead them
to make specific recommendations about a new preschool program that would
stimulate the development of poor children. The task force met eight times
in six weeks between January and February of 1965 before presenting the
groundbreaking Head Start Program to Shriver (Zigler & Muenchow, 1992).

I doubt that there will ever again be an occasion on which developmental
scientists and pediatricians have such direct input into the process of for-
mulating a major new program for children. The Congressional enthusiasm
over child development and preschool was just beginning to build. President
Johnson was riding high, had already achieved several major Congressional
victories, and had also pushed legislation through Congress authorizing his
War on Poverty. It was as part of the War on Poverty that Johnson and Shriver
decided to establish the Head Start preschool program as one element of their
overall attack on poverty. And nobody was in position to stop them. Thus,
the Cooke Committee was making recommendations that, when adopted
by Shriver and Johnson, would immediately provide guidance for a major
new program financed with federal dollars that did not require Congressional
approval.

The program Shriver established was to become the best known and most
popular of the War on Poverty programs as well as the most important single
program in what, as we have seen (Table 6.1), was to become a crowded field
of federal day-care and preschool programs. A major reason Head Start was
able to achieve such exalted status was the solid foundation recommended by
Cooke’s committee and adopted by Shriver. Two features of their recommen-
dations were vital to Head Start’s staying power and continuing success. First,
in what in retrospect is perhaps the most surprising and wise provision in the
Committee’s recommendation, Head Start was to offer “comprehensive” ser-
vices. For the Cooke Committee, comprehensive services had a very specific
meaning; namely, services that included healthcare, nutrition, preschool ed-
ucation, and parent involvement. This recommendation may seem common-
place today, but in 1965 what might be called “radical environmentalism” was
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sweeping the academic worlds of early education and child development. J.
McVicker Hunt’s Intelligence and Experience (1961) and Benjamin Bloom’s
Stability and Change in Human Characteristics (1964) had overcome several
decades of predominance of the view that intelligence was genetically deter-
mined and therefore immutable. Intelligence was seen as malleable. Thus,
the correct set of experiences during the preschool years could boost IQ and
school performance. Both the President and Shriver often spoke as if intel-
lectual development as measured by IQ was the major goal of Head Start.

However, when it became clear that the radical environmentalists were
overly optimistic and that IQ and school achievement were difficult to boost,
Head Start’s defenders could respond by arguing that the major goals of the
program included many activities crucial to a child’s development other than
mere IQ. Before the end of the 1960s, when Head Start was rocked by studies
and reviews claiming that the IQ gains produced by the program faded quickly
(Jensen, 1969; Westinghouse, 1969), the wisdom of the committee’s emphasis
on comprehensiveness became evident and Head Start was able to weather
the storm.

A second vital provision of the committee’s recommendation was that
funds should bypass states and go to local sponsors so that poor communi-
ties could play a major role in the design and implementation of programs.
Local control and the concept of “maximum feasible participation” in War
on Poverty programs soon came to engender lots of opposition (Moynihan,
1970). But Head Start largely escaped the excesses that gave community
action a bad, or at least a controversial, reputation. Two immense benefits ac-
crued to the program because of this method of financing. First, even though
the professionals on the Cooke committee wanted to start small and build up
gradually so that program administrators and operators would have time to
work out problems, Johnson and Shriver were operating on political logic that,
given the money and energy available in 1965, called for mounting the largest
possible program as quickly as possible. If the money had been channeled
through state and local governments, it would have proven impossible to get
much in place in less than a year. As amazing as it might seem, by the early
summer of 1965 the Johnson administration had funded programs in more than
2,500 communities that enrolled 560,000 children (Zigler & Valentine, 1979,
p. 70).

The second advantage conferred on Head Start by its quick buildup was
that it created a constituency for the program all over the nation. There was
at least one Head Start program in most Congressional districts. Thus, when
trouble came – as it inevitably would – there were built-in supporters who
could lobby Congress. Equally important, Head Start has now been through



P1: ICD
0521826187c06.xml CB814B/Pillemer 0 521 82618 7 April 25, 2005 2:48

Child Development and Child-Care Policy 145

nearly four decades of annual appropriation battles. Constituent pressure on
Congress has helped Head Start not merely survive annual appropriations,
but grow at a very healthy rate in many years.

In sum, the Head Start initiative of 1965 set in motion a program that
would grow to be the major federal activity for promoting the development
of poor children before they enter school. The program has gained great
favor among members of Congress and the American public and enjoys a
widespread reputation for being a program that works. By 2003, the program
cost about $6.7 billion and served more than 900,000 children. Its origins and
history reflect the long-standing federal commitment to help the poor as well
as the federal commitment to provide high-quality early education to poor
children in order to, as President Johnson put it, bring poor children to the
“starting line” of schooling equal with children of more affluent families.

There has always been plenty of controversy about Head Start. But it is one
of the few War on Poverty programs that still survives. Indeed, it flourishes.
Even so, the program does not have a good record of preparing poor children
for schooling, something that many policymakers see as the major goal of
federal preschool dollars (Haskins, 2003). In this regard, Head Start is still
vulnerable today.

Child Development Act of 1971

Like Head Start, the Child Development Act of 1971 was ahead of its time.
Most pieces of major legislation are years in the making and are often the
result of a series of small steps that, taken together, constitute major change.
As we have seen, Head Start, along with its embodiment of the big ideas of
using preschool education to promote child development, influence parenting,
and create opportunities for community organization and development, was
created by administrative fiat with little or no legislative consideration. Rare
event that.

Now came the 1971 child development legislation to greatly expand the
very concepts embodied in Head Start. The legislation would make money
available to local sponsors, including nongovernmental organizations and
local governments representing 5,000 or more constituents, to design and
conduct child development programs. Programs could be even more com-
prehensive than Head Start. Local sponsors, with heavy representation by
parents and the poor, would submit a plan to the Department of Health, Ed-
ucation, and Welfare (HEW). Funds could be used for programs to diagnose
physical or mental barriers to normal development, for prenatal services, for
operation of programs for the disabled, for inservice training, and for all
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manner of preschool and after-school programs including summer, weekend,
and overnight care. Families with incomes below $4,320 (around $16,000 in
2003) were eligible for free services, and families with incomes up to nearly
$7,000 (about $26,000 in 2003) qualified for reduced-price services (Malone,
1971). Although it would have cost around $9 billion ($33.2 billion in 2003)
to fully fund these eligibility levels (Steiner, 1976, pp. 111–112), the final bill
authorized $2 billion ($7.4 billion in 2003) for the first year of operation.

It would be difficult to create a policy environment more conducive to the
1971 legislation than the one that actually existed. Marion Wright Edelman,
who later founded the Children’s Defense Fund, helped organize a diverse
array of interest groups including children’s organizations, women’s groups,
and organized labor to support the legislation. The chief lobbyist for the coali-
tion was an experienced former HEW staffer who had strong relations with
members of the House and Senate. Both Senator Mondale of Minnesota, who
sponsored the bill in the Senate, and John Brademas of Indiana, who spon-
sored the bill in the House, were smart, relentless in planning and executing
legislative strategy, and firmly committed to the children’s cause. Moreover,
on the basis of recommendations from his brash young adviser Daniel Patrick
Moynihan, President Nixon had earlier issued a public statement about the
importance of the early years that committed his administration to promot-
ing child development. To this end, Nixon reorganized children’s programs at
HEW and created the Office of Child Development, apparently with the inten-
tion of both consolidating existing children’s programs and creating new ones,
all of which would be housed in one agency. To head the new office, Edward
Zigler, a renowned developmental scientist who had played an important role
in the creation of Head Start, was imported from Yale.

With this level of support and expertise, child development bills passed the
House and Senate and flew through the House-Senate conference committee.
Although there was considerable opposition from House Republicans, who
wanted states – not local governments and nongovernmental organizations –
to control the funds, the conference bill was easily approved by both Houses
and sent to the President for a final signature.

Alas, President Nixon vetoed the bill with one of the most unexpected and,
some would say, extreme veto messages in memory. Along with predictable
criticisms of the bill such as opposition to allowing local governments to con-
trol the funds, the veto message included an exceptionally provocative passage
stating that: “for the Federal Government to plunge headlong financially into
supporting child development would commit the vast moral authority of the
National Government to the side of communal approaches to child rearing
over and against the family-centered approach” (Nixon, 1972).
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The term “communal” raises the specter of communism, a card that Nixon
had played on previous occasions to attack something or someone he did not
like. But the more substantive issue is whether day care is “against” care by
the mother in the child’s home. The argument that out-of-home care was dan-
gerous to attachment was prominent and persuasive to many during the 1950s
and 1960s. Here was an issue that developmentalists knew something about.
But it was possible to see this issue as one of politics versus science. Perhaps
the strongest scientific case in the early 1970s was Bowlby’s (1952) argu-
ment that separation anxiety could be detrimental to children’s personality
development. The particulars of Bowlby’s work are much more sophisticated
than this mere hint suggests, but there were plenty of social scientists and
popular writers who claimed that children placed in day care while their
mothers worked were at risk for emotional problems (Belsky, 1986; Phillips,
McCartney, & Scarr, 1987). Meanwhile, the women’s movement was gain-
ing steam and for feminists the choice between staying home with babies or
working was simple. Work was the route to liberation and babies could be
well cared for by someone other than their mothers – no supporting evidence
needed.

In the end, of course, women entered the labor force in droves and even-
tually more than 60% of women with preschool children went back to work
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2001, p. 373), and most of them placed their children in
group care of some sort. American families voted with their feet on the issue of
“communal” child care regardless of the position implied by the “vast moral
authority of the National Government.” Moreover, the trend toward encour-
aging or even forcing welfare mothers to join the labor force got underway
with President Kennedy’s 1962 welfare reforms and, it should be noted, was
strongly supported by the Nixon administration when its time came (Steiner,
1971). All of the federal welfare-to-work programs included explicit pro-
visions for child care. The unstoppable demographic trend of mothers with
ever younger children entering the labor force, coupled with the desire of
both politicians and the public for welfare mothers to work, obliterated the
arguments of a dwindling body of critics who believed the place for preschool
children was in the home.

As a footnote to Nixon’s “communal” care criticism, developmental scien-
tists have not taken a consistent position on this issue. Most seem to have con-
cluded, either by explicit statements or silence, that out-of-home care for very
young children does not constitute a threat to their development. Yet, there
is no question that child care increases rates of infectious illness (Haskins &
Kotch, 1986). In addition, there is an ongoing debate among developmental
scientists about whether separation from mothers on a routine basis during the
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first year of life damages the infant’s personality development (Belsky, 1986;
Phillips et al., 1987). Several very credible developmental scientists think
there is evidence of problems (Brooks-Gunn et al., 2002; Waldfogel et al.,
2002). No matter, a majority of mothers of young children are now in the labor
force, their work is encouraged by numerous federal child-care policies, and
major changes in their work status do not appear likely. Developmentalists
have not spoken with one voice on this issue and therefore have not offered
clear guidance to either parents or policymakers. Maybe they just could not
stomach being in league with Richard Milhous Nixon.

Federal Interagency Day Care Requirements (FIDCR)

The long and intense struggle over FIDCR was another episode in which
developmental researchers and advocates played a major role. The somewhat
torturous story has been exceptionally well told by John Nelson (1982) and
Gilbert Steiner (1976, 1981). Since FIDCR is more or less the opening chapter
in the attempt to impose federal regulations on day care throughout the nation,
and because developmentalists played an important role, the outline of the
story is briefly repeated here.

Amendments enacted by Congress in 1967 to the Office of Economic Op-
portunity (OEO) legislation required OEO and the Department of Health,
Education, and Welfare (HEW) to work together to coordinate their re-
spective day-care and preschool programs. The interagency committee ap-
pointed the next year by HEW Secretary Wilbur Cohen reflected what is
perhaps the major tension afflicting day-care and preschool education pol-
icy then and now; namely, the conflict between inexpensive care to simply
provide a safe place for children while their mothers (or both parents) work
or train versus relatively expensive care designed to promote child devel-
opment. The amendments to the Aid to Families with Dependent Children
(AFDC) program enacted under President Kennedy in 1962 placed a much
greater emphasis on work than any previous reform legislation. Then as now,
most members of Congress seemed to believe that if government encour-
aged or required work by welfare recipients, it followed that government
was responsible for helping pay for child care. Indeed, as subsequent events
demonstrated, many policymakers – and nearly all developmental scientists
and child advocates – came to believe that merely helping welfare moth-
ers pay for child care was not the only federal responsibility. Rather, much
of the child-care debate was to focus on government responsibility for the
supply and especially the quality of care. Taken together, this additional re-
sponsibility for supply and quality was a considerable expansion of federal
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authority and potentially, depending on implementation, of federal spending
as well.

One of the major tasks of the interagency committee that wrote the initial
version of the FIDCR regulations was to solve this conflict of cheap and stark
versus expensive and enriched care. The conflict was more than academic.
Developmental types from HEW, the Department of Education, and OEO
wanted high-quality and “comprehensive” care that would promote child de-
velopment. They represented, in short, the Head Start tradition. However,
representatives from the Department of Labor wanted to promote work and
regarded day care primarily as a work support. The extra cost of enriched
care, to them, constituted an unnecessary expenditure that would make work
programs too expensive. This argument is even more compelling today than
it was in the 1960s. For a fixed amount of money, spending more on high-
quality care means fewer families will receive subsidies; spending less for
lower quality care means more families will receive subsidies. The mathe-
matics of this tradeoff is unavoidable – and critical in the unfolding child-care
debate.

On their face, the regulations drafted by the work group looked like the
enrichment side had won a victory that might have set a precedent of the fed-
eral government accepting responsibility for day-care quality. The regulations
required high staff–child ratios and mentioned all the hot-button issues that
day-care regulators worry about including space per child, opportunities for
parent involvement, safety and sanitation standards, and activities to develop
the child’s social, cognitive, and communication skills. And yet, on closer
inspection (see Nelson, 1982, pp. 275–276), the regulations actually allowed
lots of room for loose interpretation. For example, although the staff–child
ratios were high, the regulations allowed clerical staff, housekeeping staff,
and even volunteers to be counted in the ratios. In addition, the regulations
specified that the ratios could not “normally” be violated. Similarly, space had
to be “adequate,” educational material “appropriate,” and meals “adequate.”
Equally telling, enforcement was left to the federal agency that conducted
the various child-care programs, thereby leaving plenty of room for interpre-
tation by the Department of Labor and perhaps other agencies that wanted
to emphasize work or training rather than day-care quality. Even senior of-
ficials at HEW let the word go out that the regulations would not be strictly
enforced.

FIDCR and the general issue of federal day-care regulations was still very
much up in the air. Richard Nixon was elected President in 1968 and, to
everyone’s surprise created the Office of Child Development and hired Ed
Zigler to head the new agency. Zigler, well aware of the flaws in the FIDCR
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regulations produced during the Johnson administration, quickly received
permission from HEW Secretary Robert Finch to revise them. By the spring
of 1972, Zigler and his staff had completed the revision. The new version
of FIDCR had lost its ambiguity, and the new version applied to both fam-
ily day-care facilities and day-care centers. In addition, there were detailed
provisions on age grouping, feeding, teacher wages, and teacher training and
responsibilities. The new HEW Secretary Elliot Richardson gladly accepted
Zigler’s revised standards. Nixon’s Office of Management and Budget (OMB)
did not. In fact, OMB challenged the revised FIDCR on several levels.

OMB did not like the provisions on wages, raised serious concern about
the cost of the high staff–child ratios, and rejected the idea that the federal
government should have standards for family day care. Worse, OMB seemed
to adopt a stance against the very concept of broad federal standards for
child care. As explained by an obscure Assistant Director of OMB named
Paul O’Neill (the same Paul O’Neill who later became CEO of Alcoa and
Secretary of the Treasury under George W. Bush), the Zigler/Richardson
draft FIDCR “cloud[ed]” the difference between the modest standards for
day care needed for parents to work and the more far-reaching standards
needed for “compensatory education” (Cohen, 2001). The memo went on to
make the claim that compensatory education was a local and state – not a
federal – responsibility. Given OMB’s opposition, the Nixon administration
put FIDCR to sleep.

To sleep, yes, but not yet to die. In 1975, after Nixon’s downfall in the
Watergate scandal, the Ford administration agreed to legislation creating
Title XX of the Social Security Act. Title XX provided money to states to
help poor and low-income families by providing them with social services.
One of the eligible services was day care. The legislation limited day-care
spending by states to care facilities that met the FIDCR guidelines. However,
the FIDCR was still controversial. Advocates and child-care providers fought
over whether the 1968 version or Zigler’s 1972 version was better, OMB still
opposed all but the most tepid federal standards, and HEW seemed to waver.
But of greatest importance, Senator Russell Long, the powerful chairman
of the Senate Finance Committee, opposed all federal standards. Long made
certain that legislation was passed that delayed implementation of FIDCR un-
til completion of an HEW study on the appropriateness of federal standards
required by the 1975 Title XX legislation.

Although the study was completed in 1978, FIDCR had still not been
implemented by 1979 when Joseph Califano became Secretary of HEW in
the Carter administration. Under Califano and his successor Patricia Harris,
HEW staff developed yet another version of FIDCR that met at least minimal
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standards. Although these standards failed to spark enthusiasm among child
advocates and scholars, they nonetheless supported the new and weaker stan-
dards because these standards seemed to be the strongest ones possible at that
moment given the continuing opposition from OMB and President Carter’s
indifference. In fact, if anything, Carter had serious questions about the wis-
dom of federal day-care standards (Cohen, 2001, pp. 66–67). HEW issued
the revised FIDCR in the fall of 1981. Senator Long immediately responded
by inserting a provision in budget legislation suspending implementation for
one year. Although Senator Mondale and Senator Cranston tried to repeal
the Long provision, they were not successful. Worse yet for those who had
fought for over a decade for federal standards, the reconciliation legislation
the following year eliminated FIDCR altogether.

Now, at last, FIDCR was dead. However, as subsequent events were to
prove, the prospect of strong federal day-care regulations aimed at converting
market day care into high-quality day care was far from dead.

Welfare Reform Legislation of 1988

Although day care remained a festering issue for many advocates and some
Democratic members of Congress, the period between the demise of FIDCR
and the welfare reform battle of 1987–1988 did not see major initiatives in
either day-care or preschool education, although Head Start appropriations
grew somewhat during this period. By 1987, several factors conspired to bring
welfare reform – and along with it child care – to the public agenda. In the
three decades between the onset of the War on Poverty in 1964 and passage of
the sweeping reforms of 1996, welfare reform was either on the Congressional
agenda or in the immediate foreground. Serious attempts to reform welfare
had been made in the early 1970s under President Nixon (Moynihan, 1973)
and again in the late 1970s under President Carter (Whitman & Lynn, 1981),
but both efforts had failed. President Reagan came to office in 1981 making
promises (or threats, depending on your politics) to reform welfare. He did
make a few moderately important changes in the AFDC program in 1981,
some of which were subsequently reversed, but the most far-reaching reforms
under Reagan were achieved only after Congressional Democrats and the
nation’s governors (led by a little-known politician from Arkansas named
Clinton) linked hands to initiate another major welfare debate in 1987–1988.
This time, debate led to fairly substantial reforms that were enacted on solid
bipartisan votes in both Houses.

The 1988 welfare reforms contained remarkable and far-reaching provi-
sions on day care. That a major welfare reform law should contain such
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important provisions on day care simply demonstrates yet again the vital link
between welfare and day care. Ironically, the emphasis on work requirements
by conservatives ensured that a welfare reform debate necessarily meant a
debate on day care. The argument that work requirements meant government
responsibility for day care, combined with the impossibility of discussing
welfare reform without discussing work, meant that welfare reform and day
care were joined at the hip. The 1988 legislation made this relationship clear
and indeed all but established it as a principle of federal policymaking on
welfare reform for the foreseeable future.

Besides cementing the relationship between welfare reform and day care,
another important provision established by the 1988 welfare reform law was
that government would be required to pay for child care as mothers were
making the transition from welfare to work. The final bill required govern-
ment to help fund day care for a year after mothers left welfare. After 1988,
every state set up a program to provide day care to mothers leaving welfare.
Thus, when the next welfare reform debate rolled around in 1995–1996, it
was simply assumed that government had to provide transitional day care to
mothers leaving welfare.

In addition to establishing the two principles that government must, first,
pay for day care if welfare mothers are required to work and, second, pay for
care as mothers transition from welfare to work, a third important characteris-
tic of federal policy adopted in 1988 provided funding for states to create and
enforce their own regulations. After extensive negotiations, a somewhat com-
plex compromise was reached. First, states could spend federal dollars only
in facilities that met applicable state regulations. Second, states were required
to develop “guidelines” for family day care, although the exact meaning of
this requirement and its enforcement were left vague. Third, states had to
ensure basic health and safety in day-care centers. Fourth, in exchange for
this modest set of regulatory requirements, Republicans agreed to provide a
small sum of money ($13 million per year) that would be given to states to im-
prove their regulatory requirements, procedures, and oversight (Committee,
1989).

It is instructive to read the various versions of FIDCR regulations and
compare them to these modest requirements placed in the 1988 welfare reform
law. Between the demise of FIDCR in 1981 and these 1988 provisions, it
seems fair to conclude that the scholars and advocates who wanted to improve
the quality of day care through tough federal regulations were losing. But
the landmark child-care legislation of 1990 presented another opportunity to
increase spending on day care and to create modest federal regulations.



P1: ICD
0521826187c06.xml CB814B/Pillemer 0 521 82618 7 April 25, 2005 2:48

Child Development and Child-Care Policy 153

Child-Care Legislation of 1990

The child-care legislation enacted in 1990 on a bipartisan basis reinforced
or established all of the defining elements of then current federal child-care
policy. Sally Cohen (2001), the most important historian of federal child-care
law, characterizes the 1990 law as “landmark” legislation. I see no reason to
disagree with this characterization, except to clarify that the day-care provi-
sions of the 1988 Family Support Act were important precursors to the 1990
legislation, especially on the issue of standards.

The major provisions of the 1990 law can be captured in five summary
statements (Committee, 1996, pp. 648–651). First, the law established a new
child-care grant program called the Child Care and Development Block Grant
(CCDBG). This program gave states about $2.5 billion (subject to appropri-
ation) over three years to provide day care to children under age 13 with
a working parent. Funds were directed to low-income families by a provi-
sion that required states to spend the money on families under 75% (later
changed to 85%) of state median income (the cutoff was about $54,000 in
the average state in 2003). Because of the long-standing concern with day-
care availability and quality, states were required to use 25% of block grant
funds for activities to improve the availability and quality of care, to provide
before- and after-school care, and to encourage early childhood development
services. Of the 25% reserved for these purposes, at least 20% (or 5% of total
funds) had to be used specifically for quality improvement. States had to spend
the other 75% of their funds on day-care services (Committee, 1989, 1990;
Spar, 1996).

Second, an additional grant program was established to provide day-care
funds to states. This program was called the “At Risk” Child Care program
because its funds were directed specifically at working families that were not
on welfare but were considered by the state to be at risk for welfare if day
care were not provided. Unlike the CCDBG, the At Risk program was an
entitlement to states (meaning that the money did not have to go through the
annual appropriation battle) funded at $300 million per year. The money was
distributed among the states in proportion to each state’s share of all children
in the United States under age 13. An irreverent graduate student might ask,
why were two grant programs established for more or less the same purpose?
The answer: because both the Ways and Means Committee and the Education
and Labor Committee in the House wanted their own program. So against all
considerations of reasonable policymaking, the House insisted on two grant
programs.
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Third, the $13 million grant program for states to improve their stan-
dards, established by the 1988 reforms, was expanded to $50 million and a
requirement that states spend at least half the funds on provider training was
included in the new law.

Fourth, the law authorized day-care funds to be spent by states through
grants, contracts, or “certificates” – a euphemism for vouchers. However, in
an exceptionally controversial provision, states were required to make every
qualifying parent aware that they had the option of using a voucher and then
grant a voucher if the parent elected to use this form of financing. Thus, at
least in theory, the final decision on where children would be placed in care
was left to parents and not state officials or professionals.

Fifth, a somewhat messy provision on using government funds to pay for
church-sponsored care was reached after many compromises. The issue of
religious child care caused heated arguments throughout the two years of
Congressional debate, as it had on many previous occasions and will again
on many more in the future. The debates featured in-fighting among liberals,
all of whom wanted to create a federal child-care program. The first version
of the liberals’ bill – the Act for Better Child Care (ABC) drafted by the Chil-
dren’s Defense Fund and a group of more than 70 advocacy organizations –
required religious facilities to remove or cover religious symbols while chil-
dren were participating in federally supported day care (Cohen, 2001). In
addition, the ABC bill disallowed the provision of the 1964 Civil Rights Act
that permitted religious facilities receiving federal dollars to discriminate in
hiring in order to employ people who subscribe to their religious beliefs.
As soon as these provisions became widely known, conservatives lashed out
against them. Moreover, the provisions alienated important organizations in
the liberal coalition, especially Catholic Charities, one of the most powerful
and determined lobbies in the nation’s capital. Even more damaging, the provi-
sions probably could not command majorities in either the House or Senate.
Thus, they had to be modified. When they were, several liberal groups –
especially women’s groups – left the ABC coalition. After lots of arguing and
compromising, the final bill generally allowed religious providers to receive
government support on the same basis as nonreligious providers. Moreover,
under most circumstances sectarian providers can discriminate in hiring on
the basis of religious belief. Further, care paid for by vouchers can include
sectarian worship and instruction (Gish & Harper, 2002; Spar, 1996).

It would be difficult to overestimate the importance of this law. At the
broadest level, because the 1990 legislation was combined with generous
reauthorization of Head Start, the bipolar nature of federal policy for the
preschool period was strengthened. The federal government would fund both
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a developmental program that provided high-quality and comprehensive ser-
vices to poor children and a child-care program that served a broader group
of families, was not necessarily comprehensive, and did not have high federal
standards.

Equally important, the 1990 law seemed to confirm that not only was
FIDCR dead, but the prospect of strong federal regulations took a giant step
backward. Despite the mighty efforts of the Children’s Defense Fund and other
groups that lobby in the children’s cause, as well as important Democrats in
both the House and Senate, it was not possible to attract majority support
for strong federal standards. Rather, states would continue to be responsible
for regulations with only modest federal involvement. However, to stimulate
action at the state level to create meaningful quality standards and to broaden
the types of facilities to which they applied, the federal government increased
from $13 million to $50 million the dedicated funds that could be used only
to expand supply or strengthen standards and their implementation and en-
forcement. This set-aside to support quality child care was expanded in future
legislation and may turn out to constitute the core of a long-term strategy to
entice states to increase the quality of care by writing and enforcing their
own standards. Although it might have been little consolation at the time, the
funds for improving supply and quality are cleverly situated in the statute so
that if any money is appropriated for the CCDBG, the set-aside for supply
and quality is automatic. In this way, the authors of the provision were able to
avoid the annual appropriations process to make sure their funds are actually
available every year. In fact, the percentage set aside was increased somewhat
in 1996 and is likely to be increased even more in future years.

Another feature of the 1990 legislation that is of long-term importance is
the provision on vouchers. If states could contract with selected providers, it
would be much easier to demand high-quality care, to monitor compliance
with state regulations, and to ensure some continuity in child-care services
over a period of years. On the other hand, experience showed that if par-
ents could select care by use of a voucher, they would select a huge array
of care, much of it provided in informal neighborhood settings that would
be difficult or impossible – and in any case very expensive – to monitor
(Divine-Hawkins, 1981; Gormley, 1995). In the Congressional debate of
1989–1990, few members of Congress came out explicitly against parent
choice, but there is little question that Democrats and the Act for Better Child
Care coalition preferred financing by contract while Republicans and conser-
vative interest groups were firmly committed to vouchers. Because the Bush
White House supported the Republican position and because the President’s
signature was required to cement the final compromise, Democrats agreed
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to the strong voucher requirement of the final bill. Today every state has an
extensive voucher program.

Welfare Reform Legislation of 1996

The welfare reform legislation of 1996 is now generally agreed to be one of
the most sweeping changes in federal social policy since the Social Security
Act of 1935. The 1996 law replaced AFDC with the Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families (TANF) block grant; all but eliminated welfare for noncitizens
who entered the country after 1996; led to the termination of cash and health
entitlements for drug addicts and alcoholics; created a controversial program
on abstinence education; and made important changes in Supplemental Se-
curity Income, Child Support Enforcement, food stamps, child nutrition, and
child care.

The child-care changes were substantial, but the new law retained most of
the major features of the CCDBG created in 1990. It is only somewhat of an
exaggeration to say that the thrust of the 1996 reforms was to end several child-
care programs and put all the money from these programs, plus additional
funds, in the CCDBG. This action substantially increased the amount of
money available for day care and gave dramatic authority to the states to
decide how to spend the money. According to the Congressional Budget
Office (1996), the new law provided an additional $4.5 billion in budget
authority for child care over the six years between 1997 and 2002 above the
baseline of previous law.

As implementation unfolded, the 1996 law turned out to be a money ma-
chine for child care. In addition to the $4.5 billion in new entitlement money,
the appropriations committees in the House and Senate provided the full
$1 billion in discretionary money each year and even, beginning in 1998,
took the rare action of appropriating funds above the $1 billion authorization
level. By 2003, discretionary spending had grown to $2.1 billion. Moreover,
taking advantage of a new provision in the 1996 law that allowed states to both
spend TANF welfare funds directly on child care and, in addition, transfer up
to 30% of TANF funds to the CCDBG, by 2000 states were spending more
than $3.5 billion per year in TANF funds on child care. Thus, as shown in
Table 6.1, spending on child care through the CCDBG had reached nearly
$11.5 billion by 2003.

State flexibility in using child-care funds was increased by replacing the
20% set-aside for raising quality and increasing supply with a 4% set-aside.
But because the 4% applied to all spending through the block grant, the
unexpected increase in child-care spending since 1996 has meant that states
must still spend a considerable sum of money on quality.
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Finally, the 1996 bill eliminated all the child-care entitlements that existed
in the programs associated with AFDC. Although advocates fought against
this change, Republicans and governors were determined to give states a free
hand in determining who should get child care and whether families should
be required to make copayments. Republicans argued that the major goal of
the reforms should be to increase the amount of money so that more families
would receive subsidies. On this criterion, there is no doubt that many more
families on and off welfare are now receiving services than at any time before
1996.

Keeping Score: Who Won on the Big Issues?

Based on this brief history, I turn now to an assessment of whether the major
characteristics of federal day-care and preschool policy are consistent with
the goals pursued by developmental scientists and child advocates. Current
federal policy is characterized as consisting of five major issues, each of which
was the object of political conflict as Congress and a series of presidents fought
to establish day-care and preschool programs consistent with their own views.
The five issues, the child advocacy and conservative position on each issue,
and the outcome (current legislative status) of each issue are summarized in
Table 6.2.

Dual Track Day-Care and Preschool Policy

Developmental scientists wanted all federally supported day care to be a pos-
itive force in children’s development. Perhaps the most straightforward way

Table 6.2. Child Advocacy and Conservative Positions and Outcome on Major Issues
of Federal Child-Care Policy

Child Advocacy Conservative
Issue Position Position Outcome

Dual Track High-quality, federally Market Mixed
regulated programs

Federal Strong Weak Weak with
Regulations set-asides

Parent Choice Limited by Full parent Mixed, but parent
state contracts choice choice guaranteed

Religious Regulated and Full participation Full participation
Providers restricted and special and special

accommodations accommodations
Spending High Moderate Substantial and

growing
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to ensure such a system would be to create a universal program of child care
and development authorized, funded, and controlled by the federal govern-
ment. A second method of creating universal developmental care would be to
allow state and local governments to have major responsibility for day-care
programs, but to impose strong federal quality standards on the care. In this
section, I deal with the former; in the next, the latter.

The universal program strategy got off to a successful start with the creation
of Head Start in 1965. The circumstances surrounding the birth of Head Start
were exceptional in that a powerful president at the height of his powers was
determined to establish the program and was able to do so by administrative
fiat. In addition, the program was very large – with consequent broad political
support from constituents – before it was required to undergo the rigors of
the Congressional appropriations process. Moreover, no one thought of the
program as universal; it was clearly a program for the poor. Although not
evident at the time of its birth, Head Start could not expand beyond the poor
without its advocates addressing a major problem; namely, the tradition of
state and local control of education in the United States. A universal program
seen as educational in its intent would have violated this tradition and would
almost certainly have forced the public schools into strong action against the
program – unless, of course, the program was part of the public schools. In
any case, Head Start covers primarily poor children and even then, despite its
healthy growth over nearly four decades, now serves only about 53% of poor
4 year olds. Head Start may eventually grow to cover all poor children, but it
shows no signs of developing into a universal program.

Clearly, Head Start has advanced the goal of promoting child development,
but child development is not the only goal of preschool programs. Beginning
with the temporary day-care program established under the Lanham Act dur-
ing World War II, federal support of day care has also served the goal of
helping mothers (or both parents) work. When the war ended, federal support
for day care disappeared until President Kennedy decided in 1962 to encour-
age mothers on welfare to work. His was a modest program, but it contained
the seeds of an important policy idea; namely, that the federal government
would accept major responsibility for day care if government encouraged or,
as was eventually to happen, required welfare mothers to work. Thus, culmi-
nating in the Family Support Act of 1988 and the historic – if misnamed –
Child Care and Development Block Grant (CCDBG) of 1990, the federal
government created a second series of day-care programs that placed major
control over policy in the hands of states. Here are the seeds of the major
dichotomy in federal preschool policy: a high-quality program for the poor
controlled from Washington with strict federal standards designed primarily to
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promote child development and a program of modest quality funded in major
part by Washington but controlled by states designed primarily to promote
work by low-income adults.

Two other factors should be mentioned briefly, both of which appear to
move the federal mechanisms for supporting day care away from promoting
a unified system that aims to stimulate child development. First, as shown in
Table 6.1, there is substantial federal spending on day care through the tax
code, primarily in the Dependent Care Tax Credit and the child-care exclusion
programs. These programs, which enjoy strong political support, subsidize
day care of every description and have absolutely no government-sponsored
quality control mechanism of any type. Second, parental choice through use
of vouchers is the major mechanism determining the type of day-care provider
supported by federal dollars. In more than a decade, the voucher system has
developed to the point that more than 80% of the care through the CCDBG
is paid for by vouchers (Department, 2003). Again, parental choice and the
resulting diversity of care arrangements make it difficult, if not impossi-
ble, to create a unified system of developmental care. Theoretically, it might
be possible to encourage and educate parents to choose developmental care,
but there is little evidence that discerning parental choice could move the
day-care market toward providing uniform high-quality care (Blau, 2001;
Gormley, 1995).

Clearly, the goal of creating a unified system of high-quality care has failed.
After more than four decades of evolution, the federal government runs a dual
system that consists of child development through Head Start and day care
primarily through the CCDBG. In neutral terms, the current system could be
described as “mixed” in that it is composed of both developmental care and
care that is subject to modest regulation in most states – as well as lots of
care that is completely outside government regulation. In large part because
most market care is outside any effective regulatory and oversight system,
much of that care is of indifferent quality. Such a useful, growing, yet diffuse
system, which serves a master other than child development, does not meet
the desires of developmental scientists or child advocates for a child-care
system that promotes child development. Developmental scientists and child
advocates have won only half of this battle.

Federal Regulations

Developmental scientists played a direct and important role in trying to subject
all or most market day care in the United States to federal regulations. To
this day, I would guess that a huge majority of developmentalists and child
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advocates would opt for strong federal regulations if they thought they could
win the battle that would be required to establish some updated version of
FIDCR. But Congress has consistently refused to impose federal regulations.

Republicans were always in the forefront of the fight against federal regu-
lations. One of the major tenets of Republican philosophy is that government
control of personal and family decisions is bad, and federal control is worse.
Thus, all but a handful of Republicans are always willing to vote against fed-
eral standards. However, a surprising number of Democrats are also dubious
about federal regulations. Many Democrats are aware that social programs are
at best modestly successful, and, in large part because they represent cities,
counties, and states – and often have served in legislative or executive bodies
at these lower levels of government – they are wary of claims that the federal
government knows best. Senator Russell Long, the leading Democrat on the
Finance Committee in the Senate between 1966 and 1980, personally put
the final hit on FIDCR. Another important Democrat, Congressman Wilbur
Mills, Chairman of the Ways and Means Committee in the House between
1957 and 1975, had views on federal control of social programs that were
similar to Long’s and he too opposed FIDCR.

The history of attempts, headed almost exclusively by Democrats, to estab-
lish federal regulations provides little solace for those who want to use federal
authority to directly increase the quality of day care. The long struggle over
FIDCR, some of which occurred when Democrats controlled both Houses of
Congress and the Presidency, ended with little more than a whimper. Now
not even liberals know how to spell “FIDCR.” Similarly, at a time when
Democrats controlled both Houses of Congress, the partisan conflicts over
day care in both the 1988 Family Support Act and the 1990 law that established
the CCDBG did not result in anything like FIDCR-style federal regulations.
If federal regulations cannot be established when Democrats control all or
most of the levers of federal power, how can regulations be established when
Republicans – the natural enemy of federal interference in family decisions –
control either the Congress or the Presidency – as they appear poised to do
for the foreseeable future.

As hard as it may be for developmentalists to accept, it seems likely that
some things are more important than achieving child development through
appeal to the strong arm of federal authority. Both Blau (2001) and especially
Gormley (1995) have dealt with this issue in sophisticated detail, but even
they, both of whom are more expert and more liberal than I, would grant
the plausibility of the case against federal day-care regulations. At the most
fundamental level, many Americans are naturally distrustful of central au-
thority. Members of Congress usually demand a strong case before they will
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increase federal authority. This is especially true when the explicit purpose
of federal authority is to interfere with parent choice. Economists have been
conducting elegant analyses of market regulation for years, and there seems
to be little disagreement that regulations limit choice. Moreover, in many
cases regulations decrease supply and increase prices (Gormley, 1995). In the
case at hand, the explicit intent of developmental scientists is to increase the
quality of day care, primarily by controlling the number of children per adult,
by stipulating minimum levels of training for caregivers, and by specifying
curriculum activities. These requirements would not come free. Developmen-
tal scientists and child advocates have an answer to this problem – increase
government subsidies, and if enough money is not available, just eliminate
one aircraft carrier from the federal budget. Unfortunately, these arguments
have been repeated ad nauseum in the nation’s capitol with little effect beyond
making their originator feel virtuous.

The mechanism for improving quality included in the 1990 grand com-
promise on day care shows more promise for improving quality. The essence
of the compromise is to provide federal subsidies for states to create and
enforce their own quality standards. This approach, though slow and of un-
certain destination, avoids the bogie man of federal regulations and provides
an obvious path for future policymaking through expanded federal and state
funding. Through this set-aside mechanism, the issue of quality regulations
is still alive, and it seems less likely than ever that direct federal regulation
will play an important role in quality improvement.

Parent Choice

Republicans always made parent choice a central element in their approach
to government subsidies for day care. The major question at issue is whether
government or parents are going to decide the type of day-care facility in
which children are placed. As we have seen, those who supported a more
centralized system in which quality could be more easily achieved tended
to support contracts and federal regulations, but if parents had the authority
to select providers, contracts could not be used as the primary mechanism
for funding day care. Hence, government officials would lose a great deal of
control, especially because experience showed that parents would make day-
care decisions on issues such as cost and convenience, and not necessarily on
quality (Blau, 2001; Gormley, 1995).

The decisive moment for parent choice was the 1990 legislation that created
the CCDBG. Although members of Congress – like developmental scientists
and child advocates – never say they are against parent choice, on day-care
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issues Democrats have generally been much less enthusiastic about parent
choice than Republicans. As in the case of federal regulations, the political
philosophy of the two parties comes into play here. Republicans are natu-
rally distrustful of government; Democrats believe government can serve as
a primary vehicle for human improvement. On almost every social issue ex-
cept abortion, Republicans want to maximize the choices of individuals and
families and minimize the ability of government to make decisions for them.
Democrats are not exactly the opposite because Democrats are not opposed
to individual and family choices, but Democrats like government solutions
a lot more than Republicans, even if sometimes supporting the government
solution means reducing choices by families. When push comes to shove, and
Democrats think the market and individual choices do not yield a satisfactory
result, they are more willing than Republicans to impose the will of govern-
ment. In the case of day care, Democrats think that high-quality programs
are good for children and that when left to their own devices, many (perhaps
most) parents do not choose high-quality care. Besides, if day care, like the
public schools, is run by state and local government monopolies, it may be
easier to ensure a given degree of quality.

Developmental scientists and child advocates are closer to Democrats than
Republicans on the issue of parent choice. Like Democratic politicians, child
advocates would not be caught saying that parent choice is not a good thing.
Even so, given a choice between a program that would produce high-quality
centers in which parents, especially low-income parents, could enroll their
children as compared with a cash grant to parents, I think most developmen-
talists would choose the centers. The major justification is that in the long
run, both the child and society will be better off if the preschool child attends
high-quality care than if parents are given cash or allowed to make their own
choices.

In any case, the seminal 1990 child-care legislation has put this issue
to rest for the foreseeable future. The 1990 law, augmented by the child-
care provisions in the 1996 welfare reform law, requires every state to offer
parents a voucher that allows them to choose their own care. States have
readily adopted voucher programs and now the overwhelming majority of
day care supported through the CCDBG is paid for by vouchers. Parents
select a wide variety of care, including lots of care from relatives and family
day-care facilities. Moreover, in many states care by relatives, care in small
family day-care settings, and care in churches is not subject to state regulation.
It would seem to follow that future attempts to increase federal control over
day care must either impose regulations on the entire market or work through
mechanisms that influence parent choice. Based on the history of attempts to
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establish greater federal control of the day-care market, the former possibility
seems beyond remote. The battle over quality, then, will take place at the state
and local level, and a major part of the battle will consist of trying to influence
the choices parents make in selecting child-care placements.

Religious Providers

The First Amendment of the Constitution provides that government cannot en-
act a law “respecting an establishment of religion.” Nor can any law be passed
“prohibiting the free exercise thereof.” The application of this amendment to
social services enjoys a long and colorful history. As a proud nonlawyer but
a long-term observer and sometime participant, I would say that for the most
part the history of this debate is a dazzling example of democracy in ac-
tion. The problem is of utmost importance. When the Founding Fathers were
writing the Constitution and its amendments, in a triumph of utilitarian over
doctrinaire thinking, they concluded that the key to maximizing the benefits
and minimizing the problems of religion was religious tolerance (Wilson,
2002). After centuries of slaughter, they interpreted the sweep of Western
history to demonstrate that it was impossible to have state-supported religion
without thereby creating deadly conflict within the borders of any nation.
Equally repellant to them, any state that aggressively proselytized on behalf
of its religion would be a great threat to peace among nations.

So they adopted a completely common-sense provision banning state “es-
tablishment of” or interference in the “exercise of” religion. But the real world
is messy, and 200-plus years of jurisprudence have yet to settle exactly what
these two phrases mean in practice. The fact that in America these conflicts
are decided exclusively by informed debate and not bullets, and that our na-
tion has never conducted a war in which religious doctrine was at issue, shows
that the Founding Fathers have triumphed. Even so, the details are vital.

In the case of child care, there have been two primary details. First, the Civil
Rights Act of 1964 allowed religious organizations receiving government
funds to discriminate in hiring. Catholic day-care providers, for example,
could hire Catholic teachers over equally or even more qualified Protestant
or atheist teachers. This issue has received extensive discussion inside and
outside Congress in almost every major child-care debate. One of the most
extensive and spirited of these debates occurred on the floor of the House
of Representatives during the partisan battles over the 1990 child-care bill.
On this occasion, Congressman Don Edwards of California sponsored an
amendment that would ban religious instruction and discrimination in hiring
in any day-care facility receiving government funds (Congressional Record,
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1990). After thorough and mostly pertinent debate, the House rejected the
Edwards’ amendment on a rather lopsided vote of 297 to 125. Discrimination
in hiring is in.

The second major issue is the extent to which government funds can be
used for religious instruction or proselytizing. Everyone agrees that use of
government funds to directly promote any religion is unconstitutional because
it would be “establishment” of religion. However, as always, the intermediate
cases bring difficulty. If day care takes place in a church basement and there
are pictures of Jesus and plaques with the Ten Commandments on the wall,
isn’t this a form of proselytizing? And what about reading stories based on the
Torah or inspirational books about religion? If these conditions are interpreted
as proselytizing and therefore Constitutionally banned, enormous change and
confusion in day-care facilities would result. Around one-third of day care
takes place in churches. So what to do with pictures of Jesus – or Vishnu for
that matter? Cover them with cloth?

Although the original ABC bill proposed to do just that, a broader compro-
mise was reached that did not require removing or covering religious symbols.
Rather, members of Congress reasoned that if parents freely chose religious
care, then government was not playing a role and could not be guilty of “es-
tablishing” religion. After all, the tax code provision subsidizing care selected
by parents had been in the statutes since the 1950s and no one objected when
parents selected religious care. Thus, all types of religious care could be sup-
ported under the voucher method of financing, but contracts could not be
placed with religious providers because government would then be selecting
a religious provider.

The major impact of this policy choice on the goals of developmental
scientists is that it adds to diffusion and diversity in the day-care market. This
policy had the effect of further strengthening parent choice, a primary source
of market diversity which in turn makes strong regulation more difficult.
Further, if at some future date a serious attempt is mounted to create a unified
day-care program offered through the schools, parents wanting to retain their
right to select a religious provider could constitute a formidable source of
opposition to the universal policy.

Spending

An important issue in every policy decision is how much to spend on the
policy. In the scholarly world, it is commonplace to look to economists for
guidance on this question. The economists have an answer: make sure you
spend your last dollar where it will do the most good. Good advice – with a
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modest problem or two. Whose good? How is the good measured and who
gets to do the measuring? What are the total number of dollars available?
Should you take dollars from other policies or programs to maximize a good
achieved by a given program?

We should agree to bear in mind the economists’ dictum to maximize
good, while taking a more practical approach to deciding how much money
to spend. Here is my recommendation. First, show that there is a real problem.
Second, show that you have a solution that has a good chance of reducing the
problem. Third, try to get as much money to solve the problem as the political
system will bear.

In the case of day-care and preschool programs, social scientists are prone
to produce big estimates of how much should be spent. Barbara Bergmann
(Helburn & Bergmann, 2003), an emeritus professor at American University
in Washington, DC, recommends $40 billion–$50 billion per year. David
Blau (2001), a professor of economics at the University of North Carolina at
Chapel Hill, has recently written a book arguing that around $95 billion per
year is needed for a universal program of family allowances and day care. It is
easy enough to see how such big numbers can be generated. A rough idea of
the cost of universal preschool education can be computed by assuming that
a quality program could be conducted for around $7,000 per child per year
(Wolfe & Scrivner, 2003). The cost would be higher for infants and lower
for older children, primarily because quality standards call for fewer teachers
per child as children grow older. But if we accept an average cost of $7,000,
and multiply by the number of children under age 5 (about 19 million), a
universal program could cost as much as $133 billion. This figure is clearly
too high because not all parents would put their children in a public program,
many parents would wait until their children are age 1 or 2 or even older
before putting them in group care, and so forth. It would also be possible to
reduce costs by charging for care on a sliding-fee basis. Nonetheless, universal
care starting in infancy, based roughly on the European model that so many
American social scientists hold up as the ideal (Kamerman, 2000), would be
very expensive.

Even so, I would not criticize scholars like Blau and Bergmann who recom-
mend spending additional billions on a universal program. Indeed, for students
of day-care and preschool education, it is edifying and challenging to read
the spending estimates and accompanying policy justification they and other
scholars produce. Estimates based on what a program would cost when fully
implemented are a useful addition to the policy process. Besides, both reason
and research could justify the conclusion that universal, high-quality day care
might boost child development. It is at least as useful to consider, however,
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not what would be needed for a fully implemented program, but what the
political system will bear and to go about getting it in a sophisticated way. On
this criterion, child advocates and their allies among developmental scientists
could improve their lobbying performance.

Advocates for new spending must assess a wide variety of factors to arrive
at a reasoned judgment about a realistic target for increased spending in any
given year or over a multiyear period. Since Congress creates a new budget
every year, it is probably useful to build a funding strategy that includes annual
goals. Whatever the goal, the first target should be the budgets produced by
the White House and Congress each year. Briefly, the administration, based
largely on detail work performed by the Office of Management and Budget,
produces the President’s budget by February of each year for the following
fiscal year (which begins in October). Under the terms of the Budget Act, each
House of Congress must also produce a budget and the budgets of the two
Houses must be reconciled into a single budget that must then be passed by a
majority vote in both Houses. The president plays no direct role in establishing
the Congressional budget resolution, but – especially if either or both Houses
are controlled by the same party as the White House – the president’s budget
often has considerable influence on the Congressional budget. Once approved,
the Congressional budget is the blueprint for spending for the next fiscal year.

If child advocates manage to place a spending increase in either or prefer-
ably both the administration budget and the Congressional budget, the odds
are high that the money will be forthcoming as Congress enacts authoriza-
tion and appropriation bills during the course of the year. The opportunities
to influence these budgets are legion but nearly all require connections with
powerful members of administrative agencies, the White House, the Office of
Management and Budget, the leadership in the House or Senate, or members
of the Appropriations Committees in the House or Senate. Groups that lobby
on a regular basis in Washington maintain relations with a select number of
these well-placed individuals in order to ensure that their views and goals will,
at a minimum, be heard. It is even rumored that lobbying groups have wined
and dined and contributed to the political campaigns of such individuals.

Those favoring the children’s cause often claim that they lack the resources
to play this complicated and expensive game. Baloney. There are many in-
fluential organizations in Washington with exactly the types of contacts with
executive and legislative branch agencies and the individuals just reviewed.
These organizations include the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, the
Center for Law and Social Policy, Catholic Charities, the National Campaign
for Better Jobs and Income, the Food Research and Action Committee, the
Children’s Defense Fund, and many others. And, of course, the exceptionally
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powerful organizations of state and local government – especially the National
Governors Association, the American Public Human Services Association,
and the National Council of State Legislatures – are always willing to accept
more federal money for social programs and will lobby effectively to get it.

The history of federal support for preschool programs and day care illus-
trates that the Congressional and Executive branches are often willing to fork
over large amounts of cash. Exhibit one is the Head Start budget. In constant
dollars, Head Start funding has more than tripled from about $2.1 billion in
1965 to $6.7 billion in 2003. Similarly, spending on day care through the Child
Care and Development Block Grant has exploded. Authorized at $750 million
for 1991, by 2003 OMB estimates that combined federal and state spending
will be well over $11 billion (Table 6.1).

On spending, it is a good bet that developmental scientists and advocates
got more than they thought possible in 1996, although the growth of spending
was due both to planned increases and to state decisions to use welfare money
for child care. The second mechanism, the bigger of the two, depended on
a traditional claim about welfare reform made by Republicans and largely
dismissed by Democrats. Republicans had long argued that welfare spending,
especially on entitlement programs, kept people on welfare, thereby confining
them to dependency and wasting lots of public dollars that could be better
spent for other purposes. The two undisputed and unprecedented effects of
the 1996 reform law were to greatly reduce the cash welfare caseload and
to greatly increase employment by former welfare mothers (Haskins, 2001).
The exodus from the cash welfare rolls, combined with the fixed funding level
of the TANF block grant, meant that by 1999 states collectively had about
$8 billion or so each year in excess money that no longer needed to be spent
on cash welfare. Hardly anyone, least of all child advocates, would argue that
government funds are better spent on dependency-inducing welfare payments
than on child care and other work supports that promote self-sufficiency.

Conclusion

Developmental scientists and child advocates give every indication of being
disappointed about the current status of federal day-care and preschool edu-
cation policy (Cohen, 2001). As Table 6.2 shows, they have won some and
lost some. Even so, in 1965 there were virtually no federal investments in
preschool education; today Head Start receives annual funding of $6.7 billion
and serves over 900,000 children and families (in 2003). In 1965, there was
virtually no federal spending on child care; today the CCDBG is funded at well
over $11 billion and serves as many as 2 million children. In 1965, there were
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no federal programs that provided funding for disabled preschoolers; today
there are three major programs that provide funding in excess of $1.3 billion.

A minor problem with child advocates is that they tend to see the world
through the eye of children’s needs as advocates perceive those needs. How-
ever, Congress and the president make decisions about a huge range of poli-
cies, only one branch of which is programs for children and families. Many
legislators, even many Democrats, could look back over the fruits of their
labors since 1965 and conclude that they had won some important victories
for children and families by creating several major programs and making
substantial financial investments in day-care and preschool education.

It is true that the goal of a universal federal child development program of
high quality serving all the nation’s preschool children seems further away
than ever. But the child-care system we now have certainly looks like a rea-
sonable compromise among the conflicting preferences of liberal and conser-
vative policymakers, researchers, advocates, federal and state administrators,
parents, and the public. The public does not want to pay for a universal,
high-quality, $100 billion per year program. Parents like to choose their own
care, and lots of parents like care in church basements and in their neigh-
borhoods. Many Americans are wary of government regulations, especially
federal regulations.

In short, we have a typically American system of day-care and preschool
education. A mix of quality, price, type of care, and government subsidies
characterizes the child-care market. That is the way Americans like it; that is
the way the system is likely to remain for the foreseeable future – within these
broad parameters, improved quality, increased government subsidies, and
better preparation for schooling are possible, especially if the current concern
with the educational achievement of poor and minority children continues to
grow (Haskins, 2003; Thernstrom & Thernstrom, 2003). There is a lot to like
here.
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7 Developmental Epidemiology

The Role of Developmental Psychology for
Public Health in the 21st Century

Stephen L. Buka

Introduction

The leading causes of morbidity and mortality worldwide have been trans-
formed dramatically over the past century. In the United States, since the
early 1900s, there has been an unprecedented decline in the major infectious
diseases of childhood, such as diptheria, scarlet fever, tuberculosis, and small
pox. Simultaneously, there has been an increase in the prevalence of chronic
diseases and disabilities, such as asthma, mental retardation, cerebral palsy,
epilepsy, and childhood cancers. More recently there has been increasing con-
cern for psychiatric, behavioral, and social disorders of childhood and a call
for new methods to study and reduce these “new” psychosocial morbidities of
childhood and adolescence (Buka & Lipsitt, 1994; Haggerty, Roughmann, &
Pless, 1975).

This shifting profile of health concerns is not limited to either children or to
the United States. Christopher Murray and Alan Lopez (1996) have conducted
a comprehensive summary of the leading causes of mortality and disability,
in 1990 and projected to 2020. To conduct this assessment, the Global Burden
of Disease report calculated a single measure of the total “burden” that could
be attributed to a particular disease or disorder, factoring in both the number
of years lost (through premature death) and, for nonfatal diseases, the result-
ing losses in the quality of life. The resulting “Disability-Adjusted Life Year”
(DALY) expresses years of life lost to premature death and years lived with
a disability of specified severity and duration; one DALY represents one lost
year of healthy life. Figure 7.1 summarizes the relative burden associated with
15 conditions, both in 1990 and projected for 2020. With increasing sanitary,
public health, and medical advances worldwide, traditional causes of mor-
tality and morbidity, such as respiratory infections, diarrhoeal diseases, and
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Disease burden measured in Disability-Adjusted Life Years (DALYs)
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Figure 7.1. Change in the rank order of disease burden for 15 leading causes,
world, 1990–2020. [Murray & Lopez, 1996 p. 375]

perinatal complications will have a dramatically reduced impact worldwide.
And, conversely, conditions that have major behavioral, psychiatric, and psy-
chological aspects, such as depression, motor vehicle accidents, losses due
to war, violence, and self-inflicted injuries will lead global public health con-
cerns in the coming generation.
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Returning to the domestic situation for children, there are ample data in
the United States to support this concern. For instance, evidence that the
mental health of children and adolescents is an area warranting continued
scientific and public health attention is well documented, most recently by the
Office of the U.S. Surgeon General (USDHHS, 1999, 2001), the World Health
Organization, and the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH, 2001).
Epidemiologic data suggest that roughly 20% of children ages 1–18 are in
need of mental health services in the United States, half of which have mental
illnesses severe enough to cause some level of impairment (Burns & Offord,
1972; Shaffer et al., 1996). Despite the high prevalence among children and
adolescents, only about 5%–7% have received services for their disability
(NIMH, 2001). This unmet need for services has raised concerns as children
with emotional and behavior problems are at increased risk for dropping out
of school, being in trouble with the law, and having an overall lower quality of
life. Furthermore, mental disorders, particularly if left untreated, are likely to
persist into adulthood. According to the 2001 Surgeon General’s Conference
on Children’s Mental Health, about 74% of 21 year olds with mental disorders
had prior mental health problems.

In addition to these social costs, there is a high fiscal burden associ-
ated with child and adolescent mental and behavioral disorders. A study in
California found that 8.1% of hospital discharges for children ages 6–12
were for mental illness and that these children accounted for close to 90,000
days of hospitalization and $85 million in hospital charges in 1992 (Chabra,
Chavez, & Harris, 1999). A national estimate of child mental health expen-
ditures was recently produced by Sturm and colleagues (2001). In 1998,
the total treatment expenditures for child and adolescent mental health were
$11.75 billion including inpatient, outpatient, and medication costs. Unfortu-
nately, the negative impact of poor child and adolescent mental health is felt
worldwide and is likely to get worse. The World Health Organization predicts
that by the year 2020, childhood neuropsychiatric disorders will become one
of the leading causes of morbidity, mortality, and disability among children
worldwide (USDHHS, 1999).

This summary of the global burden associated with child and adolescent
mental disorder underscores the need for and utility of epidemiologic methods
and data. As applied to behavioral morbidities of children, youth, and adults,
epidemiologic investigations have been described as having three major pur-
poses (Kellam & Ensminger, 1980). For public health planning purposes,
epidemiology provides critical information regarding the prevalence of dis-
orders, service utilization, treatment outcome, and costs. As epidemiology is
the study of the distribution and determinants of disease in human populations,
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a second purpose of epidemiologic investigations is to advance understanding
of the origins and course of behavioral morbidities. This includes understand-
ing the significance of early circumstances, both biological and social, that
contribute to the etiology and progression of disease, disorder, and dysfunc-
tion. Such data ideally lead to the third major application of epidemiology,
the design and assessment of preventive and treatment interventions. As is
apparent, the aims and approach of epidemiology have much in common with
applied developmental psychology.

However, the limitations of traditional epidemiologic methods for study-
ing complex social, behavioral, and psychiatric conditions are also apparent
(Susser & Susser, 1996). There has been an overreliance on what has been
termed “black box” epidemiology, with simple attempts to identify single
risk factors. What is needed is to move beyond “risk factorology” to a more
developmentally sensitive approach to epidemiologic investigations. As we
have described previously (Buka & Lipsitt, 1994), we propose a new form
of “developmental” epidemiology that draws on the theories, principles, and
methods of (a) modern epidemiology, (b) developmental psychology, and
(c) a variety of specific content domains including, psychiatry, education,
and clinical psychology (Figure 7.2). The relative contribution of these applied
areas will vary depending upon the condition under investigation, whether it be
depression, drug use, violence, or teenage pregnancy. Consistent with others
(e.g., Kuh & Ben-Shlomo, 1997), we call for a shift from an earlier empha-
sis on the “4 Ds” of traditional epidemiology: description of the distribution
and determinants of diseases, to the “4 Cs” of developmental epidemiology:
a focus on the causes and mechanisms underlying complex disorders, with
recognition of the role of social contexts. We should specify from the outset
that adopting a developmental orientation to the epidemiologic investigation
of disorders of human populations does not imply a focus solely on infants
and children. Rather, our view is that questions of the etiology and course
of complex human disorders will best be answered by adopting a lifespan
developmental orientation.

In this chapter, we describe and detail several features that help move epi-
demiologic investigations to become more developmental in nature. These
principles of developmental epidemiology include (1) a lifecourse perspec-
tive (Ben-Shlomo & Kuh, 2002) that takes into consideration risk factors and
processes that may exert an influence long before the manifestation of the
outcome or disease state; (2) recognition of the role of multiple risks or com-
ponent causes that combine to help explain the etiology of the outcome under
study; and (3) attention to temporal sequences and a recognition that the order
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Figure 7.2. Developmental epidemiology: a multidisciplinary approach.
(Buka & Lipsitt, 1994)

in which antecedent conditions are experienced or emerge may be critical in
understanding etiology and prevention. While these first three principles all
concern our conceptualization of risk conditions antecedent to the outcome of
interest, the fourth principle focuses on conceptualization and characterization
of the outcome condition, disorder, or disease. Developmentally informative
epidemiologic investigations will also need to adopt a longitudinal approach
to “disease classification,” differentiating transient and time-limited forms
of disorder from more stable and persistent versions. Examples of this ap-
proach, and details of these four principles of developmentally sensitive and
informative investigations will be provided in the sections below.
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Empirical examples of these principles will be drawn from a large-scale
longitudinal study that we are conducting, drawing on the National Collabo-
rative Perinatal Project (Niswander & Gordon, 1972).

The National Collaborative Perinatal Project: Developmental
Epidemiology in the Field

History and Overview

The National Collaborative Perinatal Project (NCPP) was initiated 40 years
ago to investigate prospectively the prenatal and familial antecedents of
pediatric, neurological, and psychological disorders of childhood. Twelve
university-affiliated medical centers participated in this national study, two in
New England (Harvard Medical School and Brown University). The Project
entailed a single study design involving the systematic collection of data
through the prospective observation and examination of over 50,000 pregnan-
cies through the first seven years of life. Obstetrical intake occurred between
January 2, 1959, and December 31, 1965. Cases were selected on the basis
of a sampling frame defined for each study center (Broman, 1987). Women
in the study were representative of the patients receiving prenatal care in
each participating center. At the conclusion of the study, a total of 55,908
births were recorded nationally, approximately 17,000 of which occurred in
Boston/Providence. In the total population, follow-up rates for survivors were
88% at 1 year, 75% at 4 years, and 79% at 7 years. Major findings from the
National Project have been summarized by Niswander and Gordon (1972),
Broman, Nichols, & Kennedy (1975), Nichols and Chen (1981), and Broman,
Bien, & Shaughnessy (1985).

Data from examinations and interviews were recorded by trained staff at
each site beginning at the time of registration for prenatal care, using standard-
ized protocols, forms, manuals, and codes. At the time of the first prenatal visit,
a complete reproductive and gynecological history, a recent and past medi-
cal history, a socioeconomic interview, and a family history were recorded.
A socioeconomic index (SEI) was assigned to each pregnancy, adapted from
the Bureau of the Census and derived from the education and occupation of
the head of household along with household income (Myrianthopoulos &
French, 1968). Prenatal clinic visits were scheduled every month during the
first seven months of pregnancy, every two weeks during the eighth month,
and every week thereafter. An interval prenatal history covering the period
since the last visit was recorded at each prenatal visit, along with results of
pertinent laboratory tests and physical exams. Blood samples were collected
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for serology and for storage of frozen sera, and are available from the NIH
repository for 98% of the pregnancies of the New England cohort (17,502
pregnancies and 48,695 separate samples, approximately three time points
per pregnancy). After admission for delivery, trained observers recorded the
events of labor and delivery, and the obstetrician in charge completed a sum-
mary of labor and delivery protocols. The neonate was observed in the deliv-
ery room and examined by a pediatrician at 24-hour intervals in the newborn
nursery. A neurological examination was performed at two days. Nurses’
observations and results of laboratory tests were recorded and a diagnostic
summary of the nursery period was completed by a study physician.

After the neonatal stage, the child was scheduled for at least five subse-
quent assessments at ages 4 months, 8 months, 12 months, 4 years, and 7 years
(assessments at 3 and 8 years were planned but discontinued). At each follow-
up examination the mother was interviewed about the child’s interval his-
tory, records of medical treatment obtained if appropriate, and physical mea-
surements taken. Pediatric-neurological examinations occurred at 4 months,
12 months, and 7 years and psychological examinations at 8 months, 4 years,
and 7 years. Interval histories were updated at 18 months, 2 years, 5 years,
and 6 years. Family and social history information was obtained from the
mother at intake and the seventh year. Diagnostic summaries were prepared
by study physicians following the first and seventh year. Follow-up rates for
the New England cohort surpassed the overall project rates; over 80% of the
NE cohort completed the final full assessment at age 7.

Broman (1987) organized the thousands of study variables according to
six epochs. A partial list is presented. For clarity of presentation, the original
NCPP mothers (now ages 50–70) will be referred to as G1 (Generation 1),
the offspring born in the NCPP from 1959 to 1966 (now ages 34–40) will be
referred to as G2, and the children of the G2 offspring will be referred to as
G3 (Hardy et al., 1997).

1. Prenatal period. Sociodemographic characteristics of the family,
including G1 mother and father race, ethnicity, birthplace, age;
mother’s and father’s parents’ birthplaces; maternal and paternal
educational attainment, occupation, and annual income; income of
family during first three months of pregnancy; sources of income;
number of persons supported and producing income; income changes
during first three months of pregnancy; employment duration; num-
ber jobs past year; type of residence; duration at current residence;
number of moves in the past five years; number of persons and
rooms in household; detailed maternal medical and reproductive
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history; paternal medical/psychiatric history (including first-degree
relatives); repeat prenatal assessments including laboratory tests,
self-reports of smoking, accidents, and illnesses; course and compli-
cations of pregnancy.

2. Labor and Delivery. Variables include length of labor, fetal heart
rate, type of delivery, administration of anesthetics (type, duration,
amount).

3. Neonatal Period. Birthweight, head circumference, gestational age,
size for dates (small for gestational age), intrauterine growth re-
tardation, Apgar scores, malformations, minor physical anomalies,
genetic syndromes, breast/bottle feeding.

4. Infancy. Weight, height, head circumference (three times), test
scores and behavior ratings from the research version of the Bayley
Scales of Infant Development, fine and gross motor development,
neurological soft and hard signs, two pediatric-neurological exami-
nations, diagnostic summary of first year of life. Infant and maternal
behavioral observations and ratings.

5. Preschool Period. Speech, language and hearing examination
(partial sample only); physical measurements; age 4 psychologi-
cal examination assessing intellectual functioning (Stanford–Binet
Intelligence Scale), motor skills, concept formation ability (Graham–
Ernhart Block Sort Test), and behavioral observations.

6. Age 7. Reassessment of demographic, socioeconomic, medical/
psychiatric, family composition, residence, moves, and other family
characteristics obtained at intake assessment (see ‘Prenatal Period’
above). Child medical status, based on a pediatric-neurological
examination at age 7 and review of all medical records between 1
year and 7 years; neurological soft and hard signs. Intellectual, aca-
demic, and perceptual motor functioning assessed by the Wechsler
Intelligence Scale for Children (WISC), the Wide Range Achieve-
ment Test (WRAT) the Goodenough–Harris Draw-a-Person Test,
the Bender–Gestalt Test, the Auditory Vocal Association Test from
the Illinois Test of Psycholinguistic Abilities, and the Tactile Finger
Recognition Test. Behavioral observations and ratings.

Follow-up of the Providence Cohort of the NCPP

For the past 15 years we have been following members of both the Provi-
dence and Boston cohorts of the NCPP as adults (Buka et al., 1999; Buka,



P1: IBE/ICD
0521826187agg.xml CB814B/Pillemer 0 521 82618 7 April 25, 2005 6:5

Developmental Epidemiology 181

Lipsitt, & Tsuang, 1988). The new name that we have given this long-term
lifecourse investigation is the New England Family Study (NEFS). The Prov-
idence component of the NEFS includes 4,062 offspring, now ages 36–42.
Of these, 1,780 of these have been selected for follow-up into adulthood.
Selection for follow-up occurred in two separate phases; in each, a stratified
random sample was drawn from the entire cohort to investigate the associ-
ation between early life factors and adult psychiatric, behavioral, and social
disorders. During phase one, initiated in 1984, 995 eligible subjects with
and without pregnancy/delivery complications were selected for follow-up
and 693 interviewed (Buka, Tsuang, & Lipsitt, 1993). In the second phase,
initiated in 1996, 1,056 subjects with and without potential learning dis-
abilities were selected and 720 were interviewed (Buka, Satz, Seidman, &
Lipsitt, 1998). Interviews were typically conducted in person by well-trained
lay interviewers; however, for approximately 15% of the sample respondents
could not be met in person and were interviewed by telephone by the same
pool of interviewers (Buka et al., 1993). Subjects were relocated using a
variety of methods, including contact with family members and use of phone
and address directories, internet services and the like. Following mailed intro-
ductions, researchers contacted the participants, described the adult protocol,
and scheduled interviews at the subject home or study offices. Subjects were
compensated at the rate of $10 per hour for their time. Adult follow-up in-
terviews were conducted when the subjects were between the ages of 17 and
39; those individuals who were sampled during the first phase of the study
were 17–27 years old, whereas those in the second phase were between 30
and 39 years old. Some subjects (n = 146) were interviewed twice (Gilman,
Kawachi, Fitzmaurice, & Buka, 2003).

With this background, we proceed to demonstrate the first of four principles
of developmental epidemiology.

Principles and Examples of Developmental Epidemiology

The Importance of Early Life Events for Adult Disorders

The past decade has witnessed renewed interest in questions of the long-term
health effects of social and physical conditions that occur during gestation
and childhood (Ben-Shlomo & Kuh, 2002; Kuh & Ben-Shlomo, 1997). Issues
such as the impact of birth complications, critical and sensitive periods in
development, and mechanisms explaining intergenerational transmission of
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Figure 7.3. Mean differences in standardized cognitive scores by birth-
weight (compared to middle category), adjusted for sex, father’s social class,
mother’s education, birth order, and mother’s age. [Richards et al., British
Medical Journal, 2001]

behavior and disease have long been a focus of inquiry in developmental
psychology. These areas have traditionally received less attention in the field
of epidemiology and for theories of disease causation and prevention. More
recently, there has been particular interest in the long-term impacts of condi-
tions occurring during the prenatal and perinatal periods and first few years
of life. We provide several examples of the importance of this orientation
for study of behavioral conditions, four from our work with the New
England Family Study and the first from a similar long-term investigation in
England.

Association between Birthweight and Intellectual Performance across
the Lifecourse. While interest in the relationship of an infant’s birth status
to childhood functioning and intellectual performance has a long tradition, the
longer-term outcomes associated with infant birthweight have only been doc-
umented more recently. One such effort was conducted by Richards, Hardy,
Kuh, and Wadsworth (2001), who examined this relationship among 5,362
subjects followed from birth through age 43, as part of the 1946 United
Kingdom birth cohort. As shown in Figure 7.3, at age 8 smaller babies (weigh-
ing less than 2,500 grams or approximately 5.5 pounds at birth) scored ap-
proximately 0.25 standard deviations lower on tests of general cognitive abil-
ity than normal weight babies (3,000–3,499 grams). Similarly, larger babies
(above 4,000 grams) scored approximately 0.2 standard deviations higher.
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The direct and graded relation between birthweight and cognitive perfor-
mance persists well into adulthood. In a sample of 3,262 of these participants
assessed at age 43, smaller babies still performed approximately 0.2 SD lower
and larger babies about 0.1 SD higher than normal weight babies. The relation-
ship of infant birthweight and general health status at birth on later cognitive
performance persists throughout the lifecourse.

Perinatal Medication and Drug Abuse in Early Adulthood. Another set
of conditions during the prenatal and perinatal periods that have impacts well
into adult life involves medications and other substances prescribed to or
taken by the pregnant woman. Previous studies in Sweden have suggested
an association between drugs administered during labor and delivery and
drug addiction (to both opiates and amphetamines) in adulthood (Jacobson,
Nyberg, Eklund, Bygdeman, & Rydberg, 1988; Jacobson et al., 1990). We
investigated this hypothesis using the New England Family Study (Nyberg,
Buka, & Lipsitt, 2000). We identified 69 adults with well-documented his-
tories of drug abuse or dependence to cocaine, hallucinogens, narcotics, and
other hard drugs and compared them to 33 nonabusing siblings. There were
significantly different levels of maternal medication during labor and delivery
among the offspring who would go on to have a history of drug abuse, com-
pared to their nonabusing siblings. Approximately one-quarter of the subjects
who met diagnostic criteria for drug abuse had received high (three or more)
doses of opiates or barbiturates during labor and delivery, compared to 6%
of their unaffected siblings. While the mechanisms through which such long-
term effects from infancy to adulthood operate remain obscure, the findings
have analogs in the animal literature, suggesting that fetal exposure to opiates
and other medications may alter neurodevelopment in a manner that influ-
ences psychological and physiological responses to these same and related
substances in adulthood (Meyerson, 1985).

Maternal Smoking During Pregnancy and Risk of Tobacco Dependence
among Adult Offspring. The long-term impacts of conditions occurring
during the prenatal and perinatal period are also highlighted in our recent
study of risks for tobacco dependence in adulthood. Cigarette smoking and
nicotine dependence is clearly a huge public health concern of global signifi-
cance (Murray & Lopez, 1996). Numerous theories, ranging from genetic to
social marketing, exist to account for individual differences in levels of use
and dependence. Most, however, focus on factors quite proximal to the youth
at-risk for initiating smoking or the adult smoker who may or may not develop
physiologic dependence to nicotine. In line with the general principle that we
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are presenting, developmentally informed studies of health behaviors and dis-
orders that “emerge” later in life will increasingly benefit from considering
risk conditions evident prior to the outcome. In particular, we have an interest
in maternal smoking during pregnancy (MSP) as a potential determinant of
later nicotine dependence among the adult offspring. A physiologic link be-
tween MSP and offspring smoking is plausible because nicotine, and other
substances in cigarette smoke, cross the placental barrier and may have
direct and long-term impacts on the neurological development of the fetus
(Corrigall, 1991; Haass & Kubler, 1997; Koob & Le Moal, 1997). In particu-
lar, the nicotine that passes from mother to fetus stimulates nicotinic receptors,
which are present from the early stages of fetal development (Ernst, Moolchan,
& Robinson, 2001). This activity may cause permanent abnormalities in
the brain’s dopaminergic regulation (McFarland, Seidler, & Slotkin, 1991;
Muneoka et al., 1997). These effects, which may even occur at lower nicotine
doses and in the absence of notable fetal abnormalities (Navarro et al., 1989),
may result in an increased liability to nicotine dependence compared to those
who have not been exposed to tobacco smoke in utero (Griesler, Kandel, &
Davies, 1998).

Accordingly, we used data on adult smoking and marijuana use in the New
England Family Study to test two hypotheses (Buka, Shenassa, & Niaura,
2003). First, we predicted that individuals exposed to tobacco smoke in utero
would be at particularly elevated risk of progressing from cigarette use to
regular use and dependence. Second, such individuals would be at especially
elevated risk for nicotine dependence in contrast to dependence to other sub-
stances, such as marijuana. We tested the hypotheses that (1) MSP was asso-
ciated with a heightened risk of nicotine dependence, and risk of progressing
from tobacco use to tobacco dependence, but not for early stages of smok-
ing behavior; and (2) MSP predicted nicotine dependence but not marijuana
dependence.

We used prospective data from the two samples of offspring in the New
England Family Study, described above. Maternal smoking during pregnancy
was assessed during each prenatal visit for 1,242 participants. Offspring smok-
ing behavior and lifetime risk of nicotine dependence was obtained by struc-
tured interview using the Diagnostic Interview Schedule (Robins, Helzer,
Croughan, & Ratcliff, 1981) at a mean age of 29 years. As predicted, offspring
whose mothers reported smoking a pack or more of cigarettes during their
pregnancy were significantly more likely to meet DSM criteria for lifetime
tobacco dependence 29 years later than offspring of mothers who reported
to have never smoked during pregnancy (odds ratio = 1.6, 95% confidence
interval = 1.2, 2.1). The odds of progressing from ever smoking to nicotine



P1: IBE/ICD
0521826187agg.xml CB814B/Pillemer 0 521 82618 7 April 25, 2005 6:5

Developmental Epidemiology 185

dependence was almost twice as great for offspring whose mothers smoked
during pregnancy (OR = 1.9, 95% CI = 1.3, 2.9). These significant differ-
ences remained after adjusting for participants’ gender, age, and maternal
socioeconomic status (SES) and age at pregnancy. The findings were specific
for tobacco dependence; odds of marijuana dependence were not signifi-
cantly elevated among the offspring of smokers. We concluded that offspring
of mothers who smoked a pack or more of cigarettes during pregnancy are at
elevated risk of developing nicotine, but not marijauana, dependence as adults.
Also, interventions that can reduce maternal smoking during pregnancy may
help prevent nicotine dependence in the subsequent generation.

Early Childhood SES and Lifetime Risk of Depression. The previous
examples (birthweight, perinatal medication, and maternal smoking during
pregnancy) have all involved early biological conditions and risk for adult
disorders. We conclude this section with an example of the long-term seque-
lae of early social and environmental factors, focusing on the risk for later
depression associated with childhood socioeconomic conditions (Gilman,
Kawachi, Fitzmaurice, & Buka, 2002). Although previous epidemiologic in-
vestigations have demonstrated an increased risk of depression among in-
dividuals of lower socioeconomic status (SES) (Dohrenwend et al., 1992;
Muntaner, Eaton, Diala, Kessler, & Sorlie, 1998; Murphy et al., 1991),
many questions remain about the origins of these socioeconomic differen-
tials (Dohrenwend, 1990; Piccinelli & Wilkinson, 2000). Mounting evidence
of the long-term relation between early childhood conditions and the onset
of depression raises the concern that SES differences in depression among
adults originate during childhood (Johnson, Cohen, Dohrenwend, Link, &
Brook, 1999; Kessler & Magee, 1993; Lundberg, 1993; Power, Hertzman,
Matthews, & Manor, 1997; Sadowski, Ugarte, Kolvin, Kaplan, & Barnes,
1999).

Previous investigations of the long-term effects of childhood SES on de-
pression have been limited by the use of retrospective reports of the child-
hood environment (Hallstrom, 1987; Jacobson, Fasman, & DiMascio, 1975;
Kessler & Magee, 1993). Retrospective reports of childhood conditions are
subject to measurement error that may be exacerbated by psychopathol-
ogy (Calev, 1996; Crum, Bucholz, Helzer, & Anthony, 1992). We investi-
gated prospectively the association between childhood SES and the first-time
occurrence of a major depressive episode using the NEFS cohort.

Childhood SES, indexed by parental occupation, was assessed at the time
of participants’ birth and seventh year. A lifetime history and age at onset of
major depressive episode were ascertained via structured interviews according
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to diagnostic criteria for 1,132 adult offspring. Survival analyses were used
to model the likelihood of first depression onset as a function of childhood
SES. The results indicated that participants from lower SES backgrounds
had nearly a twofold increase in risk for major depression compared to those
from the highest SES background independent of childhood demographic
factors, family history of mental illness, and adult SES. Independent of the
adult educational attainment of respondents, respondents from lower SES
backgrounds had a risk of depression that was between 1.69 to 2.07 times
higher than those from the highest SES background. We concluded that lower
childhood SES is indeed prospectively linked to a higher risk of major de-
pression in adults, and that social inequalities in adult depression, which
might have resulted from lower socioeconomic attainment secondary to adult
depression, originate early in life.

These findings, combined with those of other investigators (Fan & Eaton,
2001; Johnson et al., 1999; Ritsher, Warner, Johnson, & Dohrenwend, 2001;
Sadowski et al., 1999), indicate that a developmental perspective is needed to
understand the genesis of social inequalities in depression (Boyce et al., 1998;
Buka & Lipsitt, 1994). One possibility is that during early childhood, disad-
vantaged social environments may have particularly adverse consequences
for long-term mental health because of their effects on psychological devel-
opment (McLoyd, 1998). Children in disadvantaged situations may acquire
less control over their environment (Abramson, Seligman, & Teasdale, 1978)
and may develop difficulties in forming intimate relationships (attachments)
(Bowlby, 1977; Mickelson, Kessler, & Shaver, 1997); both of these factors
may increase children’s vulnerability to depression throughout the lifecourse.
In addition, individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds may be more likely
to experience stressful life events and be less capable of coping with such
events when they occur (Brown & Harris, 1978). Other potential mediators
of this association include material hardship, family disruption, strained social
relationships, and poor physical health, each of which is related to depression
(Berkman & Kawachi, 2000). While further research is needed to identify the
pathways linking childhood conditions to SES differences in the incidence of
major depression, the major point of this example is to again highlight that the
search for the causes and potential prevention of depression, a major public
health concern for adult populations, must consider developmental influences
early in life.

Multiple Component Causes

The preceding section, titled the “Importance of Early Life Events for Adult
Disorders,” has been over-simplified to emphasize the view that a modern
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public health approach that focuses on psychiatric and behavioral conditions
will need to consider conditions occurring well prior to the onset of the dis-
order. We have demonstrated how specific conditions or events in early life –
birthweight, maternal smoking, and family socioeconomic circumstances –
are associated with increased likelihood of a number of adverse outcomes
many decades later. Two important caveats must be kept in mind, however.
The first is, of course, that evidence of a mere association between earlier and
later events may have little to no utility in the search for cause and preven-
tion. Evidence of association does not provide evidence of causation, a fact
well recognized by contemporary epidemiologists. Rather, there has been a
movement toward a “modern” epidemiology that seeks to evaluate hypothe-
ses about the causation of disorders and to relate these event occurrences to
characteristics of people and their environment (Rothman, 1986). Although,
we may never be able to rely on experiments, either natural or manmade, to
test the hypothesis that maternal smoking during pregnancy increases nico-
tinic receptors and the risk for nicotine dependence among offspring, we
nevertheless have available a set of logical and methodological procedures
to help us approximate the results of such an experiment (Hill, 1965). So,
as in most branches of behavioral and social science, the developmentally
aligned form of epidemiology must struggle to distinguish causal and non-
causal antecedents of conditions of study – to distinguish true risk “factors”
from mere risk “indicators” (Miettinen, 1985). The “cause” of a disorder
can be defined as any event, condition, or characteristic that plays an essential
role in producing an occurrence of the disorder (Rothman & Greeland, 1998).
Epidemiologic research seeks to determine which antecedent conditions are
essential characteristics of the disorder occurrence (i.e., true risk factors) as
opposed to mere risk indicators or confounding variables.

So, the first challenge in examining early origins of later disorder is to
attempt to distinguish antecedents that may and may not have causal signif-
icance. The search for such single element causes may be naı̈ve and largely
unfruitful. Instead, both conceptual and practical wisdom suggests that there
will be multiple developmental antecedents for most behavioral disorders, or,
to paraphrase Garmezy, that “the interaction IS the main effect.” Similarly,
current epidemiologic reasoning argues against single models of causation
and asserts that the cause of any effect likely consists of a constellation of
components that act in concert (Rothman, 1976).

In the developmental origins of behavioral disorders, as in many facets of
developmental science, conditions of interest are likely to arise from a con-
stellation of converging risk conditions. There are many examples of condi-
tions or “multiple risks” that contribute to disorder only when combined with
other contributing factors. These conditions, nonetheless, do play a role in
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the causation of a disorder and have been termed “component” causes (Roth-
man, 1976). “Disorder” arises only when the entire critical constellation of
component causes is present; this complete constellation has been described
as a “sufficient cause” – the set of minimal conditions and events that pro-
duce disorder (Buka & Lipsitt, 1994; Rothman, 1976). Individual components
may be regarded as necessary, but not sufficient, elements in the causal pro-
cess. Any disorder may result from several different sufficient causes, which,
in turn, represent the combination of multiple component causes. This gen-
eral model has implications for conceptualizing the role of interactions (all
component causes ‘interact’ in constituting a sufficient cause), and for under-
standing the strength of causality and the proportion of disorder attributable
to a specific cause. Low childhood SES may be a strong and considerable
causal element in the genesis of later depression, most likely not because it
alone is a critical causal condition, but rather because low SES, when com-
bined with many other subsequent events and conditions, may contribute to
the development of depression through multiple pathways. Thus low child-
hood SES may be a component of multiple sufficient causes for depression
and therefore, while not a sufficient cause in its own right, plays a large role
in the total burden or prevalence of adult depression.

That individual conditions in early life may only contribute to later dys-
function and disorder in interaction with secondary factors is well recognized
in developmental science. An early and key demonstration of this principle
came from the work of Emmy Werner and her studies of the children of Kauai
(Buka & Lipsitt, 1994). This landmark investigation followed 698 infants on
the Hawaiian island of Kauai, from birth through age 30. A notable finding
was the interaction between biological and environmental risk conditions.
Approximately 10% of this sample were exposed to moderate to severe
prenatal or perinatal stress (complications of pregnancy, labor, or delivery).
Long-term sequelae of perinatal stress were mostly evidenced only for chil-
dren at “double jeopardy” and who also experienced environmental stressors
such as family instability and lower socioeconomic status: “Children who
had suffered perinatal stress but lived in stable, middle-class families scored
as well or better than children in poor, unstable households who had not
experienced such a stress” (Buka & Lipsitt, 1994).

That early (and preventable) conditions of pregnancy and delivery may in-
teract with subsequent environmental conditions to produce later disorder has
been demonstrated in relation to adolescent violence and criminality as well.
Using a Danish birth cohort, Adrian Raine and colleagues provide evidence
of a biosocial interaction between birth complications and early maternal re-
jection in predicting adult violent crime (Raine, Brennan, & Mednick, 1994).
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They reported on a cohort of 4,269 consecutive live births, with prospective
data on birth complications, early maternal rejection (age 1 year), and mea-
sures of violent crime (age 18 years). Their results indicated that those who
had experienced both birth complications and early child rejection were at
elevated risk for violent offenses in adulthood, but that there was no increased
risk for violent crimes associated with just one of these early conditions.

We have replicated this finding of an interaction between birth compli-
cations, adverse social circumstances during childhood, and adolescent of-
fending with the NEFS study (Lipsitt, Buka, & Lipsitt, 1990). Among 1,552
Caucasian males in the Providence cohort, approximately 14% had been ar-
rested for a property offense by age 18 and 7% for a violent offense against
another person (such as robbery, assault, or rape). Children with birth compli-
cations and who grew up among families of lower socioeconomic resources
were significantly more likely to be arrested for a violent offence (17%) than
those who had only one or neither of these potential early risk conditions
(6%). This outcome was specific to violent offending, neither birth compli-
cations nor lower SES, alone or in combination, increased the likelihood of
property offenses by age 18. Here, as with the Raine finding, we see that an
early biologic risk (birth complication) in combination with social disadvan-
tage interact to increase the risk of violent, but not property offending by age
18. Given the high public health burden and cost associated with violence,
such early and accumulating risks need to be considered in population-based
prevention efforts (Buka & Earls, 1993).

Examining Temporal Sequences

Recognition that risks accumulate and influence the development and ex-
pression of later disorders leads to a third principle of developmental
epidemiology: a need to investigate and specify the correct order of develop-
mental sequences. In the above example, our explanation is that birth compli-
cations come first, contribute to a biologically vulnerable infant, who, when
further exposed to a disadvantaged caretaking environment, may progress
to develop violent behaviors. However, we may have the temporal sequence
wrong. Instead, it is also possible that maternal disadvantage predated and
contributed to the development of birth complications, and that only certain
classes of birth complications (for instance, those secondary to maternal dis-
advantage) result in violence.

A highly visible example of getting the order wrong when multiple com-
ponents are involved in the development of later disorders is evident in
Herrnstein and Murray’s work, The Bell Curve (Herrnstein & Murray, 1996).
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In a popular description of this work (Herrnstein & Murray, 1994) they
summarize their analyses as attempting to answer the question: “If you have
to choose, is it better to be born smart or rich?” To address this, the authors
use a nationally representative sample of 12,686 youth, ages 14–22, known
as the National Longitudinal Survey of Labor Market Experience of Youth.
This study included measures of general cognitive ability (e.g., intelligence),
as assessed by the Armed Forces Qualification Test (AFQT) and a composite
socioeconomic index (SES) based on parents’ income, education, and occu-
pation. Subjects were followed for 11 years and the authors conducted a series
of regressions predicting adverse outcomes in adulthood, in relation to intelli-
gence and SES scores at the beginning of the study. Based on these analyses,
the authors attempt to determine whether intelligence (e.g., being “smart”) or
SES (being “rich”) is a better predictor of adult disorder and dysfunction, and
they conclude “the answer is unequivocally ‘smart’” (Herrnstein & Murray,
1994).

How do they reach this answer? Unfortunately, while the authors seek
to answer the question “is it better to be born smart or rich?” they conduct
their analyses with measures of intelligence and SES obtained when the study
sample were ages 14–22 – hardly at birth. What these analyses demonstrate,
and they do indeed support this position, is that at approximately age 18
one’s intelligence score is a stronger predictor than one’s SES is predicting
adverse outcomes in the next 11 years (setting aside other relevant criticisms
of the study methods, such as greater error in the measurement of SES than
intelligence).

However, the analyses do not test the question that the authors posed con-
cerning the relative predictive influence of SES and intelligence at birth.
We investigated this directly, again using the Providence cohort of the
NEFS. For these analyses, we also restricted the analysis to Caucasian
males (n = 446). Measures of cognitive ability were obtained when the sub-
jects were aged 8 months (Bayley Scales of Infant Development), 4 years
(Stanford–Binet), and 7 years (Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children).
A composite index of family SES was also calculated for these three ages,
based on maternal and paternal educational level, occupation, and earnings
(Myrianthopoulos & French, 1968). Using the same analysis method as
Herrnstein and Murray we then conducted logistic regression models pre-
dicting adverse outcomes in early adulthood (when the subjects were, on
average, age 23), such as failure to get a high school education. Our analyses
yielded exactly the opposite conclusion as the Bell Curve. At 8 months, there
was no association between childhood “intelligence” (as measured by the
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Bayley Scales) and obtaining a high school degree, but there was a strong and
graded association between family SES and obtaining a high school degree.
All of the children among the top 5% of family SES completed high school,
compared to only 53% of those of the lowest 5% of family SES. There was
a clear and positive linear trend between family SES at birth and obtaining a
high school degree. For those whose family SES was very high (top 5%), high
(next 20%), moderate (middle 50%), low (next 20%), and very low (bottom
5%) the rate of obtaining a high school degree was 100%, 82%, 69%, 60%,
and 53%, respectively. In sum, family SES, not intelligence at birth was the
stronger predictor of high school completion (and other adverse outcomes,
not shown).

By age 4, the relative influence of family SES and child cognitive ability
had shifted somewhat. At age 4, both predicted later high school attainment,
but the influence of family SES was greater than for child intelligence. Again,
all of those of “very high” family SES completed high school, and similarly,
all those who performed “very high” on the Stanford Binet completed high
school. But as family SES moved from moderate, low, to very low, rates of
high school completion fell from 69% to 59% to 33%. As child IQ moved from
moderate, low, to very low, rates of high school completion fell from 76% to
64% to 52%. Again, family SES was the stronger predictor than childhood
IQ of adult attainment.

By age 7, this pattern had reversed, slightly. Now, the association between
childhood IQ and high school completion was a bit stronger than for family
SES. For children whose IQ at age 7 was in the moderate, low, and very low
ranges, the rates of high school completion were 72%, 47%, and 35%, respec-
tively. For those whose family SES were in the moderate, low, and very low
ranges, the rates of high school completion were 72%, 51% and 40%, respec-
tively. By age 7, childhood IQ and family SES were statistically comparable
predictors of later high school completion (and other key adult outcomes),
with a nonsignificant indication that child IQ had a stronger relationship. And
of course, as shown by the Herrnstein and Murray data, by age 18 this reversal
has been completed, and cognitive performance, more than family SES is the
stronger predictor of subsequent adult conditions, such as academic failure,
criminality, and substance use and abuse.

Developmental Taxonomies

The preceding sections have all focused on the conceptualization and charac-
terization of antecedent or “risk” factors in a developmental approach toward
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epidemiologic investigations: considering the role of early life factors; multi-
component or interacting causal factors; and temporal sequences of risk condi-
tions. An additional step in a developmental epidemiology approach concerns
the characterization of the behavioral, emotional, and psychosocial outcomes
of interest. Rather than relying solely on discrete states that are evaluated at
a single time and place, a developmental approach uses an adaptational or
organizational perspective to group behaviors, taking into consideration the
expression of disorder or dysfunction over multiple contexts and times. The
goal is to measure phases, sequences, or strands of behavior and functioning,
rather than mere points; sequences of behavior along the lifecourse trajectory
that are expressed over time and setting.

This view, and several of the preceding points, is depicted in Figure 7.4.
At the bottom two panels of the figure, we illustrate how multiple component
causes, either at a single, early timepoint or accumulating over time, may
comprise a “sufficient” cause for later conditions or behavioral events of
interest. In the top two panels we highlight the need to consider the stability
of behavior, across time or setting. This permits the investigator to distinguish
between risk factors for more time-limited or transient outcomes versus stable
and persistent.

Two examples demonstrate this point. First, from the study of antisocial
behavior and criminal offending, Moffitt (1993) proposed a developmental
taxonomy that consisted of two hypothetically distinct groups of offenders
(Piquero & Buka, 2002). The first group of offenders, adolescence-limited,
is hypothesized to engage in crimes solely during the adolescent period.
Moffitt expects the crime-type repertoire of these adolescence-limited of-
fenders to include primarily property offenses such as theft and vandalism,
as well as offenses involving behaviors that are sanctioned for adults, such
as smoking and drinking. Importantly, these offenders are largely expected
to refrain from involvement in violent acts. In contrast, Moffitt predicts a
second, rarer group of offenders, termed “lifecourse persistent,” that is hy-
pothesized to engage in antisocial activities and criminal acts throughout
the lifespan. Unlike their adolescence-limited counterparts, the lifecourse
persistors are thought to continue their criminal involvement throughout most
of their lives (i.e., they are unlikely to desist). Another important distinc-
tion between the two groups of offenders is the hypothesis that lifecourse
persistors are expected to engage in the full range of criminal activities,
especially those acts that take on a violent, person-oriented nature. In ad-
dition to differences in the persistence and forms of offending, Moffitt pre-
dicts that these groups will also differ in terms of antecedent risk conditions.
The primary risk factors for the adolescence-limited group include physical
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Figure 7.4. Schematic representation of prospective study with time-varying
component causes and developmental classification of disorder. [Buka &
Lipsitt, 1994]

maturation and association with delinquent peers; the primary determinants
for lifecourse-persistent offenders are theorized to lie in the interaction be-
tween poor neuropsychological functioning and deficient home and socioe-
conomic environments.

Subsequent empirical research has tended to support some of the key hy-
potheses arising from Moffitt’s typology (Bartusch, Lynam, Moffitt, & Silva,
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1997; Moffitt, Caspi, Dickson, Silva, & Stanton, 1996; Moffitt, Lynam, &
Silva, 1994; Tibbetts & Piquero, 1999), though some research has questioned
the actual number of offenders (Nagin, Farrington, & Moffitt, 1995) and has
uncovered some inconsistencies in the theory (Kratzer & Hodgins, 1999).
Other models, such as Patterson and Yoerger’s (1993) also distinguish between
early- (and persistent) and late-onset offenders. Though differing in subtle
ways, Moffitt and Patterson offer comparable explanations for the behavior
of persons who begin offending early in life and persist in their problem
behaviors over the lifecourse (Paternoster, Dean, Piquero, Mazerolle, &
Brame, 1997).

The second example employs a developmental taxonomy to improve our
understanding of risks and outcomes associated with learning disabilities. Us-
ing the New England Family Study, we have completed a 30-year follow-up
study of approximately 400 children with signs of learning disabilities at age 7
and 400 healthy controls (Buka, Satz, Seidman, & Lipsitt, 1998). We reinter-
viewed 70% of this sample at age 35 and reassessed their learning disabilities
with a thorough neuropsychological battery designed to identify a range of
adult learning disorders. We were particularly interested in the antecedents
and correlates of two classes of reading disability – those children whose
reading problems were limited to childhood and those that persisted into
adulthood. Of 115 children that met diagnostic criteria for reading disability
at age 7, 52 (45%) persisted and could be diagnosed as reading disabled in
adulthood as well. The subjects with “lifecourse-persistent” reading disabil-
ities were significantly different than the “childhood-limited” or control sub-
jects. Those with persistent reading disabilities had greater rates of academic
difficulties during elementary and secondary school, histories of prenatal and
attentional problems in childhood, lower lifetime earnings, and higher rates
of antisocial and criminal behaviors (Buka et al., 1998). Those with persis-
tent reading disabilities were also more likely to be of lower socioeconomic
status and of lower IQ, suggesting less economic and cognitive resources to
aid them in overcoming their childhood deficits. These findings suggest dif-
ferences in the antecedents and consequences of persistent versus childhood-
limited reading disabilities, important information for public policies and
programs designed to prevent and ameliorate the severity of reading and
other learning disabilities. Such fine-grained information results from the pro-
posed developmental approach to the classification of disability, disorder, and
dysfunction.

Such developmental approaches must also consider the relative stability
of behaviors over time, and issues of heterotypic and homotypic continuity
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(Rutter, 1989). The nature of human development is such that dispositions
to behave in a particular way vary with age. The expression of hostility and
aggression in a preschool-aged child differs dramatically from the appear-
ance of aggression in a teenager or middle-aged adult. To study the conti-
nuities and discontinuities, as well as the transformations of behavioral ex-
pression across the lifespan requires observational and psychometric tools
that honor the changing overt behavioral repertoire of the aging human. Al-
though there are some domains of behavior, such as shyness (Kagan, 1989),
that are consistently manifested over age, other domains of behavior, such
as dishonesty, look quite different in the preschooler than in the adolescent.
The challenge for developmental epidemiology is to employ such understand-
ing of age-appropriate manifestations of underlying constructs to distinguish
“lifecourse-persistent” subgroups that may involve different behavioral forms
over time (heterotypic continuity). Erikson’s (1982) allusion to the “tapestry”
of development provides an apt metaphor for the changes in style of an at-
tribute over the life stages while the trait substrate continues to persist and
flow throughout the lifespan (Buka & Lipsitt, 1994).

Conclusion

The purposes of this chapter have been four-fold: (1) to demonstrate that the
conditions that are and will increasingly afflict large populations worldwide
are behavioral and social in nature; (2) that traditional methods of public
health and epidemiologic inquiry will in most instances be inadequate to
yield new insights into the causes and prevention of these conditions; (3) that
there is much to be learned from the incorporation of theories and concepts
from developmental psychology; and (4) to outline several principles to guide
developmentally informed epidemiologic studies and analyses.

Fortunately, we are not alone in recognizing the critical need to infuse pub-
lic health and public policy with methods and concepts from the developmen-
tal sciences. Others interested in methodology, disease and disorder causation,
public health practice, and public policy have added to this growing literature
(Costello & Angold, 1991; Keating & Hertzman, 1999). As Mustard & Lipsitt
(1999, p. xi) write: “Given what we now know about the factors influencing
the development of the brain, the biological pathways that affect learned be-
havior and health, and the long-term effects of a poor early childhood, how
do we minimize poor environments for early child development? Clearly, the
quality of early childhood affects the quality of the future population and pros-
perity of the society in which these children are raised . . . Lack of knowledge



P1: IBE/ICD
0521826187agg.xml CB814B/Pillemer 0 521 82618 7 April 25, 2005 6:5

196 Stephen L. Buka

of infants’ capabilities and of the environmental circumstances that best pro-
mote early growth and development is no longer a constraint to putting sound
programs in place for enhancing children’s development. Rather, in the words
of the World Bank: ‘Transforming this knowledge into action is the major lim-
iting factor in implementing early child development programs and requires
the combined support of governments, non-government organizations, the
private sector and the media’ (Young, 1997, p. 30).”

This call for a developmental epidemiology is not a mere academic exer-
cise. If we are to use foresight in the application of science for the social good,
the road ahead is clear. We must modify our methods of scientific inquiry
to fit the behavioral and social conditions and concerns that are and will
increasingly be apparent worldwide. This chapter has suggested several ap-
proaches for such an adaptation of traditional epidemiologic methods. We
must adapt and expand effective programs that reduce the developmental im-
pacts of early risk conditions and foster healthy development, and we must
advocate for the implementation of such programs. This integration of sci-
ence, service provision, and large-scale application through policy develop-
ment has been a theme of this book and the work of Sheldon White. While
policies based on developmental psychology have historically had the great-
est impact on the classroom and preschool (White & Buka, 1987), the target
of developmentally informed policies will need to expand in the coming
generations. The work and legacy of White have provided models for the
integration and application of developmental science for effective social poli-
cies and the social good; continuation and extension of these models are
now the responsibility of the current and future generations of developmental
scientists.
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8 Ignoring Behavioral Science

Practices and Perils

Lewis P. Lipsitt

“I think there is a world market for maybe five computers.”
Thomas Watson, Chairman, IBM, 1943

How amazing it is to behold the ways in which otherwise intelligent and
creative people can be extraordinarily resistant to recognizing scientific ad-
vances at the threshold. Western Union, the greatest international commu-
nication system of the world, is said to have generated an internal memo in
1876, with this message: “This telephone has too many shortcomings to be
seriously considered as a means of communication. The device is inherently
of no value to us.”

While many of these presumed verities are part of our scientific folklore,
there is apparently no doubt that Lord Kelvin, an important contributor to the
principle of the conservation of energy, and the president of the Royal Society
in London, said in 1895, “Heavier-than-air flying machines are impossible”
(Lindley, 2003).

Sometimes our vision of the future requires not a leap of faith but a sci-
entific jump-start. Grass-roots visionaries are sometimes both imaginatively
bolder and less delayed by establishmentarian constraints. Recent advances,
for example, in childbirth practices involving less use of maternal anesthesia,
the redesign of birthing areas in maternity hospitals, and the acceptance of
nurse-practitioner midwives, have resulted largely from pressures brought by
women resisting the old ways.

If the development and widespread use of the telephone, or of aircraft, or of
computers had been delayed for a year or two, due to the short-sightedness of
those in positions required to promote their development, perhaps little would
have been lost in the total picture of things, especially in the long run. On the
other hand, timing was everything during World War II; the U.S. government
realized this, and thus launched the Manhattan Project, an intensive plan that
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brought together the best science and the wisest physical scientists of the day
to achieve nuclear fission.

The distinguished and secret coterie of scientists, including Enrico Fermi
and Leo Szilard, intended to build the most destructive weapon in the world,
and in this way to end the war. The issue of whether this was a social advance
or an eventually disastrous undertaking for the peoples of the world will be
debated endlessly, of course. In fact, when it became apparent to him and
others just how dangerous this scientific advance could be for the world, Leo
Szilard beseeched President Harry Truman to refrain from using the atom
bomb to end the war in Japan. The psychological conflicts raised in others,
e.g., by Heisenberg and Bohr, the prominent nuclear physicists famously
involved in the earth-threatening nuclear dilemma, have been stunningly re-
enacted in a play by M. Frayn (1998).

It might be argued that psychological science is no match, at least yet, for
quantum physics, either in the clarity of its statements of lawfulness or in its
precision of measurement. Nonetheless, it cannot be denied that humans today
die as much from sloth of knowledge, and from behavioral misadventures even
in the presence of adequate intelligence (Lipsitt & Mitnick, 1991; Salovey,
Rothman, & Rodin, 1998), as from any other condition of humankind.

A solidarity of social and psychological scientific effort, similar to that of
the Manhattan Project, designed to reduce death and morbidity, could hardly
be expected to evoke such moral controversy as creating an atomic bomb. Yet,
the world seems quite unprepared to mount such an effort, and one cannot
help wondering why this state of affairs persists, despite the clear impact of
behavioral mishaps, errors of judgment, and malicious adventurers on our
nations, our families, our societies, and the world.

Beginning with the printing press, the most significant changes in human
development have been technological. Our lives have been markedly shaped,
indeed revolutionized, by the automobile, the light bulb, anesthesia, aircraft,
the telephone, flush toilets, the transistor, penicillin, TV, velcro, stressed con-
crete, and skyscrapers. Most all of these advances have occurred in the last
100 years of human growth and development. The human body and our bi-
ological capacities, meanwhile, have not been significantly altered over the
last thousands of years, notwithstanding that some “biologically timed” de-
velopmental processes such as the onset of menstruation have been speeded
up, quite possibly if not very likely owing at least in part to the impingement
of environmental influences on children and youth (Brooks-Gunn, 1987).

Our progenitors from dozens of generations ago had brains essentially
the same as ours. One technological improvement after another now presses
the human condition into a geometric growth function. The average lifespan
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increase of 20 years or more, in the most recent full century, has been due
largely to advances in the biochemical sciences and technology, such as
mass immunization, improved sanitation, electronically assisted diagnosis,
and other public health measures.

At the same time, we are little improved in our ability to cope, or to self-
regulate our behavior. It may be that technology has in some ways increased,
rather than reduced, the stress in our lives, and diminished or constrained
human capacity to cope. While our genetic dispositions or propensity for
aggression are much the same now as twelve generations ago, the technology
now exists to more easily destroy ourselves and others. Humans can do it now
in a bigger way per act of devastation; witness the recent use of aircraft as
missiles to crash into skyscrapers and kill thousands of people in just a few
minutes.

At risk of effusively promoting the behavioral and developmental sciences
to a degree beyond grandiosity, one must note nonetheless that the origins and
development of behavior need to be much better understood if humans are to
deal effectively with the dark side of human nature. Furthermore, if those new
understandings are not deployed as knowledge applications, the annihilation
of humankind through the behavior of misanthropes or out-of-control national
leaders is not impossible.

Efforts to understand and thwart behaviors leading to mass destruction will
surely follow advances in our understanding of, and the application of our
knowledge about, more “local” problems of behavioral misadventure. There
may be other ways of knowing, but there is no other science besides behavior
science that can, through acquired knowledge, help promote reductions in
homicide, suicide, and unintentional deaths due to behavioral errors of all
sorts. One Manhattan Project will not be enough, obviously. The physicists
had one major task to perform, one monumental goal. The behavioral and
social sciences have a multiplicity of problems to solve. However, as in the
case of the original, atomic-fission problem, scientific efforts must be directed
toward specific, clearly stated goals. The great advances made recently in the
understanding of “the genome,” or the genetic structure of specific organisms,
were regarded just a few years ago as unthinkably too complex to accomplish.
When top scientists were put to work on the problem, however, the task
progressed unthinkably fast!

Later in this chapter, crib death (“sudden infant death syndrome”), the
biggest killer of infants in the first year of life, will be addressed as a domain of
scientific investigation for which a mini-Manhattan Project might be expected
to yield rapid and definitive progress, with marked diminution world-wide of
such tragic and needless deaths of babies.
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Prediction and control of human behavior is no less important as a domain
of human understanding than the pursuits of scientists in the fields of physics,
chemistry, biology, or astronomy. Yet our world culture has not yet got the
message. The behavior sciences for many decades have been severely rejected,
massively undertaught, poorly subsidized, and blatantly disparaged as weak
and irrelevant in comparison with other scientific disciplines which have
strong, clearly useful applications.

One caveat here is that in recent years, the condition of AIDS and its
principal mode of transmittal, sexual behavior, have provided a springboard
to acceptance of the importance of behavior both in individual life trajecto-
ries and in human destiny broadly conceived. Behavioral catastrophes such
as the AIDS pandemic and the 9/11 World Trade Center and Pentagon dis-
aster do alert the citizenry and government officials to the fact that human
behavior is at the root of it, and thus a vigorous and well-supported behav-
ior science must be appropriated and deployed to spar effectively with these
adversities.

More young people in developed nations today die or become debilitated
as a consequence of behavioral misadventures than from all diseases com-
bined. Data supporting this assertion are available in the reports of the recent
decade survey of the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2000),
and the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (2002). Deaths from
inadvertence (accidents), homicide, suicide, the fall-out from excessive alco-
hol ingestion, tobacco habits, and the use of dangerous drugs, to all of which
must be added bullying, terrorism, and warfare, are far in excess of all other
causes, almost to middle-age. Even after age 35, the demographics of disease
and disability reveal strong influences of behavioral and controllable environ-
mental factors. Many older people incur a brain concussion and a broken hip
from a fall while, for example, climbing on a ladder to change a light bulb.
Such individuals are victims of a behavioral failure to anticipate that one’s
inner-ear function, balance, and motor function are not as keen as they once
were.

Recent advances in behavioral and clinical science suggest that a better
understanding of human mentality and behavior, and their origins, can sig-
nificantly reduce addictive behavior, sociopathy, schizophrenia, aggressive
behavioral disorders, learning disabilities, and birth defects. Many disorders
of fetal development and those attributable to prematurity stem, in fact, from
poverty, which is a “treatable” psychosocial disorder. Some nations, notably
the Scandinavian countries, have been able to curb poverty through social and
behavioral interventions with consequent reductions in early developmental
disabilities (Keating & Hertzman, 1999).
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Failure to heed clearly helpful scientific findings can place individuals
and groups of people at great risk. If the steel in bridges, for example, is
not specially treated, danger exists that the bridge will collapse. Similarly,
the smallpox vaccine had to be developed and then administered to protect
against future population afflictions. The need for this kind of preventive or
preemptive defense is perhaps not as obvious in the behavioral and social
sciences, but ignorance as well as mismanagement in the application of be-
havioral and environmental measures are at least as important here as in the
application of the physical and medical sciences.

The behavior sciences are the least endowed with funding of all the sci-
ences. Public opinion for many years seems to have held that the behavioral
and social sciences are essentially frosting on the cake of a culture otherwise
rich in resources for the support of scientific research. There is indeed a ten-
dency, when behavioral inferences are drawn from data relating to adverse
outcomes in human development, to emphasize the underlying neurophysi-
ological or biochemical mechanisms associated with the process. This is an
easy, but deceiving, path to follow, inasmuch as all behavior is mediated by
the nervous system. Short of experience, however, the brain by itself is mind-
less. Without a personal and developmental history, and with no memorial
content, the nervous system is empty, lacks operating structure, and is useless
(McEwen & Schmeck, 1994).

Behavioral Misadventures Wanting Strong Science

Historical examples from the research domains of HIV/AIDS, already men-
tioned, and crib death or SIDS (to be dealt with in greater detail below),
illustrate that ignoring the science of behavioral processes is widespread and
is tragically detrimental to the well-being of humans everywhere. Observa-
tions of recent terrorist behavior, leading to a major public policy debacle,
itself understandable only in behavioral terms, clearly are relevant. Following
are some unfortunate human conditions that are behavioral in nature, each
of them justifying a mini-Manhattan Project designed to better understand
their origins and the conditions that perpetuate their presence in developed
societies as sources of immense grief and despair.

Suicide and Other Behavioral Causes of Death

Most violent deaths are suicides. Worldwide, according to a recently released
World Health Organization report (2002), people are much more likely to die
by their own hand than as victims of armed conflict or murder. Globally, more
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than 1.6 million people died in the year 2000 in violent circumstances. Of
those 1,600,000, 815,000 committed suicide, 520,000 were murdered, and
310,000 died in armed conflicts, including terrorist attacks. For every death
from violent causes, hundreds more are injured and disabled. Violence is thus
pervasive in the lives of millions of people annually, as each violent death has
an impact on the lives of dozens of others.

That behavior is a root cause of much debility and social disintegration has
not escaped the attention of some of the world’s more sensitive leaders. When
he addressed the human conditions that most cause dismay, disenchantment,
and despair in people of all nations, Nelson Mandela urged that intensified
efforts be made to address the widespread, but less visible, scourge of indi-
vidual suffering, seen through the “pain of children who are abused by people
who should protect them, women injured or humiliated by violent partners,
elderly people maltreated by their caregivers, youths who are bullied by other
youths and people of all ages who inflict violence on themselves” (WHO
Report, 2002).

One person in the world commits suicide every 40 seconds, every minute
there is a murder, and every 100 seconds someone dies as a result of armed
conflict. All of these conditions are behavioral. Virtually none of it is caused by
disease. A 2004 report of the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
reveals that about 68% of all deaths among persons aged 1–24 years are from
only a few causes: motor-vehicle crashes (31%), other unintentional injuries
(14%), homicide (13%), and suicide (10%) (Morbidity and Mortality Weekly
Report, 9/13/2004).

In a recent treatment of the striking differences that occur in the health
of nations world-wide, Keating & Hertzman (1999) displayed data show-
ing convincingly that the rates of violence vary dramatically with national
income. The rate of violent death is more than twice as high in low- and
middle-income countries as in high-income countries, ranging from 32.1 per
100,000 persons to 14.4 per 100,000. The steepness of the socio-economic
slopes across countries relates to many measures of well-being, including
psychological durability or resilience and educational attainment.

In the United States, a suicide occurs every 17 seconds, for a total of
approximately 30,000 suicides in each of the past several years (National
Center for Health Statistics, 2002). There are in fact more suicides accom-
plished through the use of guns than homicides occurring by gunshot. That
there is a strong environmental influence on the relative rates of homicidal and
suicidal behavior is evidenced by the fact that in Africa and in South America,
homicide rates are three times higher than suicide rates. In Southeast Asia
and Europe, on the other hand, suicide rates are double the homicide rates.
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Suicidal ideation and suicide attempts are rampant among the American
young, according to authoritative data available from a recent inquiry (Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention, 2002). Over a 12-month period, 28%
(females 35%, males 22%) of the youths surveyed felt sufficiently sad or
hopeless for greater than a two-week period that they stopped engaging in their
customary life activities. The proportion of students “seriously considering
attempting suicide” was 19%, 15% made a specific plan, and 9% had actually
made an attempt (12% females, 6% males).

Sadness and hopelessness are psychological characteristics, widely agreed
to be affected by the development of one’s personal history, and by interper-
sonal relationships, especially including those with peers and parents. Much
is still not known about those who have special perinatal and other early
developmental vulnerabilities relating to addiction, suicide, and other major
adversities (Jacobson, Nyberg, Gronbladh et al., 1990; Salk, Lipsitt, Sturner
et al., 1985), and of the very early environmental conditions that may prime
the individual to be sadly affected by personal events in the teenage and young
adulthood years.

Abuse and Neglect of Children: A Behavioral Problem. From a U.S. De-
partment of Health and Human Services Report for 2000, we learn that 17
children per 1,000,000 died in the United States from abuse or neglect. At
each age, male children are rather more vulnerable than female, with the
group under 1 year especially at risk.

Female parents are more than twice as likely to be the perpetrator of abuse
than the male parent, but of course the child is typically under the care of the
father much less. When the abuse is sexual in nature, the male parent is five
times more likely to have been the perpetrator than the mother. Poverty and
single motherhood are clearly important societal/cultural variables that are
involved.

Teen Sexual Behavior. Almost half of all high school teenagers in the United
States have had sexual intercourse at least once, according to data from the
Youth Risk Behavior Survey (Child Trends, 2003), and fully 56% of these
individuals reported that their first such experience occurred in the “comfort”
of their (or their partner’s) family home.

One of the most salient risk factors for children in our society, and for
mothers as well, is unmarried teenage pregnancy. While one in three births to
women of all ages in the United States occurs outside marriage, 80% of teen
births in the year 2000 were nonmarital. This figure is somewhat lower than
in the previous decade, overall, but for women aged 20–24 years the rate had
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risen. The teenage premarital birth rate (not numbers) for the hispanic and
black populations is roughly double that for the same-aged white population,
a race/ethnic phenomenon clearly confounded with socio-economic level. Of
signal importance for our purposes here is that while childbirth in the United
States usually takes place in a hospital, sexual intercourse and consequent
pregnancies relate to human behavior and environmental conditions, not to
disease. This is not to deny that adverse conditions of pregnancy following
conception, such as inadequate medical monitoring of the mother and fetus,
maternal malnutrition, and other factors, can lead to disease and injury. The
entry point into many early developmental disorders, however, is pregnancy
among teenagers whose lives are marked by poverty and the absense of a
continuing partner.

Time and again, studies demonstrate that the socio-economic gradient pre-
vails with respect to every outcome variable relating to health and welfare (see
Keating & Hertzman, 1999). Children in the lowest socio-economic groups
are most at risk for health problems, educational deficits, delinquency, early
pregnancy, and poor adjustment. This is not to say that individuals in better-
off economic circumstances never or seldom have such adverse developmen-
tal trajectories, but only to recognize that interventions designed to remove
poverty as a condition of growing up will surely help to improve the health,
educational, and welfare levels of the population.

Violent Behavior. Access to guns does not by itself necessarily mean that
an individual with such access will use such weaponry. Under conditions of
provocation, however, the accessibility of the weapon will surely increase the
probability of its use. In 2001 (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,
June 28, 2002), 29% of male students and 6% of female students carried a
weapon to school (a gun, knife, or club). Nationwide, almost 6% of high
school students carried a gun on at least one day preceding a large national
inquiry. Actual physical fighting had occurred during the year of the inquiry
in 43% of the males and 24% of the females, and, during the year, fully 4%
of the students had incurred sufficiently serious injuries from fighting as to
require medical treatment.

Other Risk Behaviors

About 65% of all students have smoked cigarettes at some time, and about 30%
are persistent, regular smokers. Almost 80% of the high school population
has ingested alcoholic beverages but, more importantly perhaps, 30% of all
the students surveyed had had five or more drinks (regarded as heavy or
binge drinking) on at least one occasion in the previous 30 days of the survey
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(34% male, 26% female). Such episodic heavy drinking was found to increase
with age over the four high school years (Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, 2002).

While marijuana use as a lifespan risk has been debated, it is widely be-
lieved among health professionals and students of alcohol and drug addiction
that prolonged use has response-slowing effects. Moreover, poly-drug users
typically have experienced marijuana as an “entry drug.” Among adolescents
through senior high school age, 42% agreed to having used marijuana at some
time in their lives (46% males, 38% females). About 25% of the males re-
ported having used marijuana in the past 30 days. While it is quite possible
that the 25% is a shifting population from month to month, one quarter of the
high school students in any given month are apparently smoking marijuana.
This is not to press the point that marijuana is necessarily an enormously
unsafe drug, but to indicate that in this as in other relationships between the
youth of the nation and their traditional authority figures, there are important
disagreements as to what is acceptable and safe behavior. This may be seen
also in unprotected sexual behavior, occurring currently when the importance
of condom use is prominently announced wherever teenagers go. Some 34%
of the high school population, from 9th to 12th grades, are sexually active,
but of this group about 40% do not customarily use easily available condoms
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2002).

Concerning other serious risk behaviors, it is noteworthy that almost 10%
of the U.S. high school population has at least tried cocaine, in powder, crack,
or free-base form, and 4% seem to have used it one or more times in the month
preceding a national inquiry. One can go on, citing heroin, methamphetamine,
and steroid use among the young. Substance abuse is part of our culture and,
whatever may be said about addiction as a physiological process, there is no
doubting that it begins, shall we say “purely and simply,” as behavior and is
sustained by a peer culture that supports deviancy and risk-taking. Whatever
else one may believe about the complicity of the media, it has to be noted
that some of our most popular television and other personal pastimes involve
extreme sports, hurtful wrestling, gloveless boxing, and various forms of
presumably nonlethal shooting games.

Behavioral Risks and Risk-Taking

“Priority health-risk behaviors, which contribute to the leading causes of
mortality and morbidity among youth and adults, often are established during
youth, extend into adulthood, are interrelated, and are preventable” (Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention, 2002, p. 1).
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In the United States, three-quarters of all deaths among persons aged 10–24
years result from only four causes: motor vehicle crashes, other unintentional
injuries, homicide, and suicide. High school students are especially prone to
engage in dangerous behaviors as evidenced by the following: In the 2001
survey, 14% had rarely or never worn a seat belt during the preceding 30 days,
31% had been a passenger in a vehicle in which the driver had been drink-
ing alcohol, 17% had carried a weapon in the 30 days previous, 47% had
consumed alcohol, and 24% had used marijuana. Almost 9% of the students
had attempted suicide in the past 12 months, 46% of the students reported
having ever had sexual intercourse, 42% of those sexually active had not used
a condom during their most recent sexual contact, and 2.3% had at some time
injected an illegal drug.

While addressing here the risk-behavior issues principally relating to
young people and their vulnerabilities, it should be mentioned that in individ-
uals older than 24 years of age in the United States, two-thirds of deaths occur
from two causes, cardiovascular disease and cancer, and that the main risk be-
haviors for these two diseases are evident in adolescence: smoking behavior,
failure to maintain adequate nutrition, and inattention to one’s physical con-
dition, including weight. Behavior kills at all ages, most especially the young,
but older individuals carry with them the vestiges of their earlier behavior and
adverse environmental conditions.

Crib Death: A Case of Neglect by Behavior Science

More babies die of “crib death” or the so-called sudden infant death syndrome
(SIDS) than of all other causes combined (Burns & Lipsitt, 1991; Lipsitt, 1976,
1979, 2003). While exposure has occurred over the past decade of some cases
of infanticide (itself a behavioral phenomenon), little attention has yet been
given to the behavior and neuromotor development of the infant as a strong
contributing factor to cases in which a post-mortem diagnosis of SIDS is
made.

The rise and fall of nonbehavioral hypotheses, and the slow acceptance
of behavioral factors in SIDS, is of historical interest, is a significant pub-
lic health issue, and is relevant to the thesis of this chapter – that ignoring
behavioral science in urgent life-and-death situations puts lives in peril and
propels large numbers of families into grievous situations (Firstman & Talan,
1997).

Until the past few decades, when a baby died of no apparent or diagnosable
cause with or without an autopsy, medical examiners frequently presumed
the death was attributable to pneumonia or pneumonitis. Aggrieved parents



P1: KaD
0521826187c08.xml CB814B/Pillemer 0 521 82618 7 April 25, 2005 6:18

Ignoring Behavioral Science 213

usually accepted this medical explanation, and were frequently consoled to
understand that their baby had died of a “disease” (Raring, 1975).

Circumstances conspired to increase the curiosity, eventually, of pedia-
tricians, pathologists, and parents as to the “real cause” of the child’s death
(Naeye, 1980). Not infrequently, insinuations of investigators first arriving
at the scene of the death stunned further the already shocked parents who
were sometimes falsely accused of abusing their child. At the same time,
pathologists and pediatricians were developing greater knowledge about the
phenomenon of sudden and unexpected death of infants, and some found
themselves empathizing increasingly with parents whose parenting skills
were unwarrantedly approached with suspicion. This led to inquiries as to
the evidence-supported mechanisms and processes underlying the death of
an infant in the absence of foreboding signs that the child was ill, especially
in the absence of postmortem clues as to the cause (Naeye, Messmer, Specht,
& Merrit, 1976; Swift & Emery, 1973).

Fortified by a large investment of funds for research into the cause of crib
death by the National Institutes of Health, and for services to the parents of
SIDS victims, a grassroots movement was formed. Parents of SIDS victims
joined with physicians who had personally experienced the death of an infant
patient or were affected by parents whose lack of credible information as to the
cause of their child’s death compounded the severity of their loss (Firstman &
Talan, 1997).

Despite the large investment of funds into the presumed medical causes of
crib death, the phenomenon of SIDS has remained elusive. The definition of
SIDS, as the death of an infant without apparent cause, has been institution-
alized through legislation and medical consensus. However, the phenomenon
remains a diagnostic mystery, with the coming and going of seemingly viable
hypotheses that are not followed by indisputable verification. Although public
attention to the phenomenon has lowered the frequency of false accusations
of neglect or even murder, crib death remains today largely a diagnosis of
ignorance – a residual diagnosis (Hunt, 2001). After expert attention has
been paid to the death scene and the deceased baby has undergone a thorough
autopsy, the medical examiner or pathologist certifies the death as “SIDS.”
The examiner asserts, in effect: “I don’t know why this apparently healthy
baby, without any apparent injury, without any identifiable disease, and with
few prior indications of any difficulty, died.”

The Phenomenon. The single most common cause of death in the first year of
life, after the first few post-natal days, SIDS usually occurs at night while the
infant and family are sleeping. Some of these infants are reported as having
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had a cold in the days preceding the death. Usually, however, the baby has
been regarded as a normal child of good health just before the death.

Sometimes there are identifiable “predisposing conditions” which have
been documented in epidemiological research. Maternal smoking, inadequate
or late prenatal care, and poor socio-economic conditions have been docu-
mented in cohort studies of SIDS babies. In the United States, black infants
are twice or three times more likely to die of SIDS and, from the little data
available, Native American infants seem even more vulnerable. Race and
ethnicity are probably confounded with poverty, but hispanic infants have
thus far shown a lower incidence than blacks (National Center for Health
Statistics, 2002). Although there is rather little data available on the drinking
habits of parents of crib death babies, the existing data which would implicate
excessive parental alcohol consumption (before or after birth) suggests that
this may be a relevant antecedent, especially in interaction with other risk
factors, but this needs much further research investigation (Friend, Goodwin,
& Lipsitt, 2004).

The incidence of SIDS in most developed countries is presently around
two deaths per 1,000 births. Of special interest is the fact that the reported rate
of crib death has been halved in the last 10–12 years. This marked reduction,
in other countries as well as the United States, has been attributed to the “back
to sleep movement,” which has involved instructions to parents, nurses, and
day-care workers to place the infant for sleep on its back rather than in the
prone position (Hunt, Lesko, Vezina, McCoy, Corwin et al., 2003).

The Timing. In about 85% of the cases, SIDS occurs between 2 months and
5 months of age. This “sensitive period” is of special fascination in connection
with a biobehavioral hypothesis first proposed over a quarter-century ago
(Lipsitt, 1979, 2003) and presented here as an example of behavior-science
neglect.

Why is the child relatively free of vulnerability to crib death before
2 months of age and after 5 months? The answer quite likely resides in the
nature of development and associated behavioral mechanisms in the first year
of life.

Among the many hypotheses to emerge in the last three decades are some
presumptions about the role of apnea, irregular breathing, hypothermia, car-
diac anomalies, and hypothalamic dysfunction. Despite large investments in
research on these phenomena, no specific medical or physiological hypothesis
has yet been confirmed. Even hypotheses that would conjoin several osten-
sibly interacting conditions in a conflation of multiple risks as causes of crib
death have not thus far received much evidentiary support (Hunt, 2001). It
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could well be that the search has taken the privileged investigators into well-
traveled roads when new, perhaps riskier, divergent avenues might have been
tried. Such a route would be through the science of behavior and behavioral
development.

A directive was issued in 1994 from the National Institutes of Health and
endorsed by pediatric societies (which actually began their campaign of in-
struction at least two years before) that babies should be placed on their backs,
and not prone, when placed in position for sleeping (Hunt, 2001). Since then,
the incidence of diagnosed SIDS cases has been reduced to half its previous
level, a not inconsiderable advance. However, two extenuating conditions
must be raised in evaluating whether the infant death rate has truly decreased:
(1) the downward turn in rate of SIDS began to occur before the first back-
to-sleep cautions were raised by the American Association for Pediatrics in
1992 (Lipsitt, 2003); and (2) the number of overall infant deaths has remained
fairly constant, with more deaths being attributed to other causes than SIDS,
for example, “cause of death undetermined,” or “suffocation” (Task Force on
Infant Sleep Position and SIDS, American Academy of Pediatrics, 2000).

A Viable Behavioral Hypothesis. Babies are born with a variety of reflexes,
some infants manifesting these responses with greater intensity and lower
thresholds for elicitation than others (Brazelton, 1973). Human infants born
under adverse conditions, such as with the umbilicus around the neck, or to
young mothers who smoke or do not seek obstetrical help early in their preg-
nancies (Scragg, Mitchell, Taylor et al., 1993; Protestos, Carpenter, McWeeny,
& Emery, 1973) have been documented to be at special risk, although their
babies do not appear to be clearly abnormal at or soon after birth. Actuarial
statistics clearly point to special conditions that increase the probability of
crib death occurring. In the United States, being black, of low socio-economic
level, male, and premature are characteristics repeatedly found in epidemio-
logical studies, although none of these conditions by itself can account for the
deaths. Indeed, more than 90% of babies born with any of these characteristics
survive.

Several investigators have proposed that some kind of compromise of
respiration is involved in crib death (Swift & Emery, 1973; Anderson &
Rosenblith, 1971; Lijowska, Reed, Mertins, Chiondi, & Thach, 1997; Lipsitt,
1976, 1979; Thach, Davies, & Koenig, 1988). Under such a hypothesis it
may be presumed that any conditions which tend to lower the elicitability
of reflexes at and shortly after birth may contribute to risk for crib death.
However, the initial risk appears to be a contributor to greater risk between
2 months and 5 months of age than during the months preceding or following,



P1: KaD
0521826187c08.xml CB814B/Pillemer 0 521 82618 7 April 25, 2005 6:18

216 Lewis P. Lipsitt

due to developmental changes in the reflex repertoire and learned behaviors
of the infant.

The respiratory occlusion reflex, evident in the first days of babies’ lives,
can be assessed easily, and appears on some scales of infant behavior (Brazel-
ton, 1973; Anderson & Rosenblith, 1971). Newborns with weak defensive
reflexes may be presumed to be in greater jeopardy at later ages, when im-
portant aspects of brain development depend upon the earlier appearance of
reflexes of some minimal strength and ease of elicitation. The respiratory
occlusion reflex, discussed by the British pediatrician Mavis Gunther (1961),
copes with threats to respiration as a fixed-action pattern, well described by
Gunther as involving various “fighting” maneuvers such as shaking the head
side to side, pulling the head backward, raising the arms in a seeming attempt
to remove the offending object, facial vasodilation, and mouth thrusting. This
fixed action pattern is part of a behavior system necessary for survival in all
mammals.

A viable theory about crib death, then, is that a behavioral insufficiency
is implicated. More than 60 years ago, many years before the sudden infant
death syndrome had been identified, the eminent psychobiologist and devel-
opmental researcher Myrtle McGraw (1942) presented findings indicating
that subcortically mediated reflexes that babies manifest in the first weeks of
life, as part of the behavioral repertoire of the human species, gradually wane
in strength. In extensive longitudinal studies, she provided empirical demon-
strations of the shifting character of these reflexes, particularly the swimming
reflex, grasping, and the stepping reflex.

Between 2 months and 5 months of age, McGraw found, an important
transition occurs, in which the reflexes which were initially “obligatory” be-
come slower, more deliberative, and seemingly “voluntary.” The initial reflex
repertoire eventually yields to the more mature “deliberate” type of response.
In its developmental progression from “reflexive” to “deliberate,” McGraw
documented a period of ambiguity, a transitory state that she labeled “dis-
organized behavior.” She considered reflexes to be mediated principally by
the brain stem, and the eventual “deliberate response” system to be a mark
of maturing brain structures, specifically the growth of myelin sheathing and
the proliferation of dendrites.

The intervening “disorganized and confused” behavior was said by
McGraw to be a matter of two essentially conflicting psychobiological pro-
cesses. When asked to describe the state of the baby during this intermediary
period, she replied: “This occurs when the baby doesn’t know whether he is
supposed to be a reflexive creature or a learned organism” (McGraw, personal
communication, May 25, 1979).
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Especially interesting, and perhaps of major importance, is that McGraw’s
intermediate period of confusion is particularly evident, in her data, during
the 2 month to 5 month age period in individual infants, and has a somewhat
different time course in different infants. Such individual differences are evi-
dent in virtually all aspects of infants’ growth and development, but the “peak
of confusion” in most of the reflexes McGraw studied appeared to be around
130–150 days of age, which includes the age period during which most crib
deaths occur.

There is scant basis for doubting that the developmental course of the
respiratory occlusion reflex would be different from the other response sys-
tems that McGraw studied over time. Furthering support for a hypothesis
implicating an aberration of the transitional respiratory occlusion response
in vulnerable infants, Anderson and Rosenblith (1971) found that newborns
who evidenced weak respiratory “defense” behaviors were more likely to suc-
cumb in the first year of life than babies who manifested vigorous defensive
behaviors. Recently, the pediatric research laboratory of Thach (Lijowska
et al., 1997) demonstrated a similar phenomenon, revealing individual differ-
ences among babies in their capacity for recovering the behaviors required to
maintain survival levels of oxygen when threatened with oxygen deprivation
during sleep.

A biobehavioral theory of crib death (Lipsitt, 1976, 1979) proposes, based
on McGraw’s developmental progression data, that if the reflex-to-learned-
behavior transition is not made successfully between 2 months and 5 months
of age, through acquisition of the life-saving learned respiratory defenses
originating in the respiratory occlusion reflex, the baby will be unable to
behave adequately when threatened with respiratory occlusion. Thus, initial
neurobiological deficits associated with reflex insufficiency may compromise
exposure to experiences that, in normal infants, lead to learned, adaptive
responses that can prevent death from suffocation.

The new cautions that babies should be placed for sleep on their backs,
and the new data suggesting that this care technique, itself a behavioral in-
tervention, seems to have reduced the crib death rate in the United States by
50%, supports the contention made years before its implementation, that a
behavioral process is of signal importance. Supportive data for a “respiratory
occlusion” hypothesis importantly involving the behavior of the baby has
existed for decades. Little support for behavioral research, however, has been
evident, although there have been some exceptions (e.g., Thach, Davies, &
Koenig, 1988). There has never been a call for proposals from the National
Institutes that would emphasize the probable importance of babies’ learned
behavioral insufficiencies or aberrations. There has been a research lacuna in



P1: KaD
0521826187c08.xml CB814B/Pillemer 0 521 82618 7 April 25, 2005 6:18

218 Lewis P. Lipsitt

this area, judging from the existing literature on learning processes and other
behavioral influences on SIDS.

Current State of SIDS Knowledge. A fair assessment of our state of knowl-
edge concerning the origins of SIDS must include the defensible observation
that the phenomenon is still a mystery. There has been no strong evidence
emerging to provide a definitive cause. Nonetheless, the apparent success of
the “back to sleep” caution, introduced in 1992, followed by a significant de-
cline in diagnosed SIDS cases, augurs well for the hypothesis that respiratory
occlusion constitutes a setting condition for the events leading to crib death.
Moreover, the failure of some babies’ capacities to lift their heads and retrieve
their mouths and nostrils for breathing following such occlusion stands as a
reasonable hypothesis concerning the final pathway to eventual suffocation.

Some infants learn to respond defensively to respiratory occlusion better
than others. Although their reflexive behavior is sufficient in the first 2 months
of life to maneuver into a safe position when their breathing is threatened,
eventually the subcortical reflexive mediation of such responsivity gives way
to neural development, with its attendant diminution of reflex defenses. If that
transition does not take place seamlessly, as it does in most normal infants,
the child of 2 months to 5 months of age will be in enhanced jeopardy of
succumbing to SIDS.

While there seems a good basis to continue cautioning infant caretakers
to place their infants in the supine position during sleep, there may be an
even greater urgency to provide the baby with exercise during awake times,
so that the infant will practice the psychomotor maneuvers important to keep
his or her respiratory passages clear at all times. An argument may also be
made, on the basis of extant information, that infants might be given deliber-
ate practice in “objecting” to respiratory threats, and engaging in behaviors
that are successful in removing the offending object. An example of signif-
icant enhancement of reflexive, subcortically controlled behavior facilitated
by practice exists in the study of Zelazo, Zelazo, and Kolb (1972).

An enhanced program of research needs to be mounted on the reflexive
behavior of the infant in the first months of life, especially with a view toward
understanding better the transitional stage occurring during the critical or
vulnerable period between 2 months and 5 months of age. To that end, it may
be suggested that studies of conditioning or learning processes in the first
6 months of life must be accorded far greater priority than has been historically
associated with research into crib death. Moreover, much more attention must
be paid to the multiplicity of developmental events that control and presage
human developmental trajectories (Buka & Lipsitt, 1994).
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Last Words

We are at a critical place in scientific, technological, and social development,
and must devote the same kind of passion and other resources to the behavioral
sciences as we have invested in physical and chemical technologies. Major
advances must now be made in social psychology, education, and child de-
velopment, with the assistance and collaboration of the neurobiological and
cognitive sciences. The technology of behavioral self-regulation, the study of
empathy and altruism, the application of our best technical wits to the preser-
vation of living humans, and the perpetuation of a livable world, must be a
high priority on our global agenda.

All technological and scientific advances are in an important sense the
products of behavior. Einstein behaved, and we got the theory of relativity;
Salk behaved, and we got the polio vaccine; Heisenberg behaved, and we got
the uncertainty principle; Thomas Watson behaved, and, despite his initial
pronouncements about the uselessness of mass production of computers, most
all of us now do at least some of our work on a computer.

Now people will have to behave again – to deploy the necessary energy,
motivation, intelligence, cognitive perspicacity, funding, and willingness to
take some risks. That’s how we got the automobile, the airplane, the washing
machine, and, perhaps following Niels Bohr’s complementarity principle,
the widespread global warfare for which we now seek behavioral steps to
eradicate. This will take a Manhattan Project, or many of them, of a new
and inspired sort. Major initiatives must address behavior, its origins, and its
consequences. Behavior is the most important thing.
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9 A Cultural/Historical View of Schooling
in Human Development

Barbara Rogoff, Maricela Correa-Chávez,
and Marta Navichoc Cotuc

In this paper we examine changing arrangements of human development that
have accompanied societal shifts to mass, compulsory “Western” schooling.
We draw attention to the often taken-for-granted role of schooling in chil-
dren’s lives once extensive schooling has become the childhood norm in their
communities. To do so, we examine two cases, involving very different his-
tories and current conditions. We first examine the life patterns associated
with the growth of mass schooling across the past centuries for European-
heritage families in the United States, integrating the work of historians who
have described the process. Then we examine the phenomenon across three
generations of Mayan families in Guatemala, using our own interviews and
observations.

In the United States one can generally assume that if a child is 6 years old,
she is in the first grade, or if a child is in the first grade, she is about 6 years
old. As Irwin et al. (1978) put it, “In Western industrialized countries, going
to school has the same inevitability for children that death and taxes have for
their parents” (p. 415).

Although psychologists often identify developmental transitions in terms
of children’s ages, age indexes both biological maturation and changing roles
in cultural institutions.1 As White (1975) has pointed out, age 5 to 7 years
has for some centuries marked societal shifts in treatment of children, such
as the standard onset of formal schooling in Europe and the United States.
White and Siegel (1984) argued that a key feature of child development is the
increasing involvement of children in wider societal institutions.

1 Attention to the role of schooling and other societal institutions in children’s
lives does not require a mechanistic environmental causality view. We view
biological maturation and engagement in cultural activities as mutually con-
stituting each other (Rogoff, 2003).
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Nonetheless, researchers commonly interpret children’s age as simply
a measure of maturation or general experience with the world (Wohlwill,
1970), overlooking the near-perfect association of age with experience in
school in nations with compulsory schooling (Laboratory of Comparative
Human Cognition, 1979). Indeed, European-American developmental tran-
sitions often center on children’s participation in schooling, with children’s
development categorized in terms of progress in this institution: preschool-
ers, elementary age, high schoolers. Many studies have noted the relation
of schooling to specific aspects of performance on cognitive tests (Rogoff,
1981; Sharp, Cole, & Lave, 1979). The common contemporary practice of
equating children’s development with age may be related to schooling’s orga-
nization according to age and to the historical role played by developmental
psychologists both in documenting changes according to age and in designing
schooling.

Extensive experience with Western schooling appears to play a formative
role in organizing childhood, for children and their parents worldwide. We
are not arguing that it does so solo, but that its structure and practices play a
role in shaping what developmental psychologists often think of as ordinary
child development (Packer, 2001). The current ubiquity of Western schooling
in the lives of children in most researchers’ communities has made it difficult
to discern alternative ways that children’s lives have been structured in other
times and places. This institution is taken for granted due to inevitability of
many years of involvement, and treated almost as a ‘natural’ part of growing
up. This ‘naturalizing’ of institutional experience makes sense:

The members of an institution need not necessarily have been its
originators; they may be second, third, fourth, etc. generation mem-
bers, having “inherited” the institution from their forebears. And this is
a most important point, for although there may be an intentional struc-
ture to institutional activities, practitioners of institutional forms need
have no awareness at all of the reason for its structure – for them, it is just
“the-way-things-are-done.” The reasons for the institution having one
form rather than another are buried in its history. (Shotter, 1978, p. 70)

Several key features of children’s lives in societies with extensive
schooling – segregation from adults into a children’s world, association with
peers in tightly limited age cohorts, comparisons of development according
to age – arose in the recent history of compulsory, mass schooling.2 Family

2 Although formal instruction in societal institutions occurs in many societies
other than those with formal Western schooling (Akinnaso, 1992), other
forms of schooling generally do not oblige mass, universal instruction.
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changes – such as decreases in family size, infant mortality, and children’s
contributions to sibling care and other family work – accompanied these shifts.

Schooling’s association with age-graded segregation from both adults and
children of other ages restricts children’s opportunities to learn from observing
and becoming involved in the mature activities of their communities (Rogoff,
2003; Morelli, Rogoff, & Angelillo, 2003). The limited opportunities to ob-
serve and be involved in ongoing activities may increase the likelihood that
children depend on others to organize their attention, motivation, and learn-
ing of the information and skills required in maturity, as in schools (Rogoff,
Paradise, Mejı́a Arauz, Correa-Chávez, & Angelillo, 2003).

In a Scientific American article written more than a quarter of a century ago,
Bronfenbrenner argued that unhealthy changes were arising because of the
segregation of children from community and family life, due to the structure
of societal institutions such as industry and schools:

If a child is to become a responsible person, he not only must be exposed
to adults engaged in demanding tasks but also must himself participate in
such tasks. . . . Our children are not entrusted with any real responsibili-
ties. Little that they do really matters. They are given duties rather than
responsibilities; the ends and means have been determined by someone
else and their job is to fulfill an assignment involving little judgment,
decision making or risk. This practice is intended to protect children
from burdens beyond their years, but there is reason to believe it has
been carried too far in contemporary American society and has con-
tributed to the alienation of young people and their alleged incapacity to
deal constructively with personal and social problems. The evidence in-
dicates that children acquire the capacity to cope with difficult situations
when they have an opportunity to take on consequential responsibilities
in relation to others and are held accountable for them. . . . The institu-
tion that has probably done the most to keep children insulated from
challenging social tasks is the American school system. (1974; p. 60)

In the ensuing decades, U.S. children have become further segregated from
mature community and family lives and spent greater time as the wards of
bureaucracies. Children under 5 and youths over 16 spend more and more
time in institutions that separate them from the ordinary, productive lives of
adults.3

Developmental psychology is an active player in the story, as White
has pointed out in his historical accounts of this field’s role in designing

3 As of 1987, more than a third of 3- to 4-year-olds and almost a fourth of
20- to 24-year-olds were in school (Angus, Mirel, & Vinovskis, 1988).
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228 B. Rogoff, M. Correa-Chávez, and M. Navichoc Cotuc

institutions of modern society (especially those addressing health, education,
and welfare) and in establishing normative developmental markers and mile-
stones associated with particular ages and schooling. During the 20th century,
the new field of developmental psychology grew to play a role in designing
methods and ideas for use by “‘distal bureaucrats’ who do not deal pre-
dominantly with flesh-and-blood children, families, or practitioners but with
symbolic representations of large numbers of them” (White, 1999, p. 12).

Developmental research has made key contributions to the design of cul-
tural institutions and practices that are now central to U.S. childhood: “Child
science . . . legitimated the idea of age-graded elementary education, . . . clas-
sified students based on the construction of the concept of intelligence quo-
tient, and . . . psychologists [were] enlisted as the appropriate arbiters of
developmental truth in American society” (Hawes, 1997, p. 65).

Coming to a clearer understanding of the role of the ubiquitous institution
of schooling in the lives of U.S. children and families, and its growing role
worldwide, is important for illuminating the nature of child development. In
addition, an understanding of the historical/cultural role of schooling is essen-
tial for considerations of researchers’ and policymakers’ future contributions
to the design of institutions and practices for children in the United States and
worldwide. In this paper, we first review the growth and roles of schooling for
U.S. children and families across several centuries, and then we examine data
regarding the growth and roles of schooling for Guatemalan Maya children
and families over three generations.

Compulsory Mass Schooling in European-American Communities

It has only been for about a century that U.S. childhood has routinely and
extensively involved school attendance. In colonial America, families were
expected to teach children to read at home (Getis & Vinovskis, 1992). Before
1800, only 40%–60% of the U.S. male population attended school, usually
for only a few years (LeVine & White, 1987). The school day and school year
were also shorter than at present, and less central to the learning experiences
of childhood.

With the onset of industrialization in the 1800s, schooling increased. In
1830, 35% of white children ages 5 to 19 attended school; in the 1870s, the
figure had increased dramatically to 61% (Chudacoff, 1989). Enrollments
in public school increased three-fold from 1840 to 1900 and most children
completed several grades of elementary school; in 1910, three fourths of the
population over age 25 had five or more years of schooling (Myers, 1996).
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As industrialization spread, in the early 1900s, schooling was made com-
pulsory and time spent in school increased (Chudacoff, 1989; Hernandez,
1994). Compulsory schooling was sponsored by movements that also re-
stricted children’s work – labor unions tried to protect jobs for adults, and
child welfare workers attained laws protecting children from dangerous work-
ing conditions (Bremner, 1971; Chudacoff, 1989; Hernandez, 1994). From
1870 to 1940, school enrollment increased from 50% for children aged 5 to
19 years to 95% for children aged 7 to 13 years and to 79% for children aged
14 to 17 years.

Children who were enrolled also became more regular in their attendance
(LeVine & White, 1987). The number of days spent in school each year
doubled between 1870 and 1970, rising from 78 days to 162 days attended
per enrolled student (Angus, Mirel, & Vinovskis, 1988).

In addition, higher schooling became required for economic advancement.
In 1889–1890, enrollment in secondary schools in the United States included
only 7% of 14- to 17-year-olds; in 1919–1920, 32% were in school, and
by 1929–1930, 51% were enrolled (Chudacoff, 1989). By the middle of the
1900s, most U.S. children and youth spent a great deal of their day at school
or, given the increases in schooling across generations, interacting with their
rather extensively schooled parents and siblings (Hernandez, 1997).

Changes in the Role of Schooling in Children’s Learning

Along with the change to enrolling all children, the purposes of schooling
and its role in children’s learning have changed since it began to be a mass,
compulsory institution. For example, the definition of functional literacy has
transformed greatly over this time (Myers, 1984, 1996; Resnick & Resnick,
1977; Wolf, 1988): In the United States of the 1700s and the early 1800s,
the definition of literacy was being able to sign one’s name or an X to legal
documents. In 1800, only 58% of Army enlistees were able to sign their
names; in the 1880s, 93% were able to do so (Myers, 1996).

The purpose of schools was to teach students to sign their names, to
make lists, to record information, to copy word lists, to read a few es-
sential words, to read a few things aloud from memory, to have some
awareness of how devotional books were organized, to know some re-
ligious passages “by heart,” to know how to write a few numbers, to be
able to arrange numbers in inventory columns, and, possibly, to be able
to do a few, simple arithmetic calculations. (Myers, 1996, p. 49)
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230 B. Rogoff, M. Correa-Chávez, and M. Navichoc Cotuc

It was not school’s job to teach children about the world; this was usually
up to the family, and it often did not involve the use of books. As much as
half of the U.S. population did not have books in their home in 1859 (Myers,
1996).

In the late 1800s, literacy became the ability to read and recite memo-
rized passages, not necessarily with comprehension (Myers, 1996; Resnick &
Resnick, 1977). This shift occurred as the United States sought order in re-
covering from a civil war and in incorporating influxes of immigrants,4 and
as industrialization spread.

With the decrease in children sharing in the family work on the farm – the
most common setting of U.S. childhood until this point – the responsibilities of
schools changed. Schools were given the job of teaching children obedience,
industriousness, and punctuality (Graff, 2001). They taught primarily through
a “drillmaster” model, leading children in unison in reciting their lessons and
testing how many texts and facts from the text they could recite (Myers, 1996).

The acts of reciting passages aloud, giving reports aloud, summarizing a
version of literal meaning (metaphorical and historical), learning to write
some, learning diction, and learning to copy dictation were intended to
socialize children from homes where one parent was home all day; to
teach English to nonnative speakers; to socialize immigrants and natives
into U.S. traditions; to overcome the shortage of printed materials in
schools; to police the student population by teaching them “discipline;”
and, according to many observers, to sort the population, even where
segregation laws had been dropped, into segregated groups based on
gender, economic class, and race or ethnicity. (Myers, 1996, p. 75)

In the early 1900s, the definition of reading began to involve literal under-
standing of unfamiliar passages. At this time, Army testers sought recruits
for World War I who could read instructions for operating equipment, and
the efficiency goals of increasingly centralized industry required workers
who could extract information from text (Myers, 1996; Resnick & Resnick,
1977).

4 By 1909, 58% of students in the 37 largest U.S. cities were children of immi-
grants from 60 different ethnic backgrounds (e.g., 72% in New York, 67%
in Chicago, 64% in Boston; Cremin, 1961). With increasing diversity and
numbers, New York City undertook bureaucratization of the school system
as early as the first half of the 1800s, seeking the efficiency of labor-saving
machinery by breaking the curriculum into small steps and regimenting stu-
dents as well as teachers in the beginnings of a uniform system (Kaestle,
1973).
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Schooling became centralized, with many regulations for sequence of in-
struction and forms of assessment, and with many administrators to over-
see the bureaucracy. Although teachers still relied heavily on questions to
structure their engagement with students, the system of instruction no longer
included reciting whole passages but rather focused on “bits-and-pieces in-
terrogation of the student’s mind” (Myers, 1996, p. 87).

This shift from oral recitations of whole pieces to oral answers about
smaller bits meant that most classrooms began to seem like quiz shows
focusing on small bits of information, not the memory dumps of whole
pieces typical in many traditional recitation classes. (Myers, 1996,
p. 88)

Industrial models were used to transform the organization of schooling,
employing “rational” models based on assembly line efficiency as in Ford’s
factories (Packer, 2001; Tyack & Tobin, 1994). The “scientific management”
approach promoted by the new cadre of school administrators fit well with
E. L. Thorndike’s idea of organizing instruction and measurement around
“elements.” Thorndike’s 1904 book (An Introduction to the Theory of Mental
and Social Measurement) advocated that teachers should break tasks into
sequenced parts, have students repeat each part in order and often, and reward
students with grades or stars or other forms of feedback (Myers, 1996). The
invention of the multiple choice test item followed a decade later.

Metrics were also developed to compare students – both IQ testing and
standardized grades. Grading on a curve was introduced by Max Meyer in
1908 in the journal Science (proposing that the top 3% be ranked excellent,
the next 22% labeled superior, the middle 50% judged medium, the next 22%
inferior, and the bottom 3% failing). Standardized grading on a curve and IQ
testing spread widely a few years later during the era of “scientific efficiency”
in which education experts and administrators applied industrial models for
factory production to schools.

Since Americans were, in the first 30 years of the twentieth century,
inundated by dozens of immigrant groups who were so radically differ-
ent first from “Americans” and then from each other, the emphasis on
differences now measurable by scientifically validated tests was trans-
lated from the realm of the senses to that of statistics. This made the
differences seem firmer, sharper, and also more controllable. At a time
when democracy seemed threatened by heterogeneity, counting, sifting,
and ranking provided a form of order and containment. (Fass, 1980,
p. 439)
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However, by the end of the 20th century, “higher” levels of literacy were
expected for all U.S. children, requiring them to make inferences and develop
ideas through written material. This was the first time that critical literacy
was set as a goal for all children, although some children of the elites had this
goal long before (Myers, 1996; Resnick & Resnick, 1977; Wolf, 1988). Of
course, some of the structures of schooling that developed in the old factory
model, such as use of age and standardized tests to organize the treatment
of children, have become “naturalized” in conceptions of childhood and of
learning in highly schooled societies.

Use of Age As a Metric of Human Development

Age became a measure of development and a criterion for sorting people,
with the rise of industrialization and efforts to systematize human services
such as education and medical care in the last half of the 1800s in the United
States and some other nations (Chudacoff, 1989). Specialized institutions
were designed around age groups. Developmental psychology began at this
time, along with pediatrics, old-age institutions, and age-graded schools.

Before this time, people in the United States often did not know their ages,
and students advanced in their education as they learned (Chudacoff, 1989).
Over the past century and a half, the cultural concept of age and associated
practices relying on age-grading have come to play a central, though often
unnoticed, role in ordering lives in the United States.

Age-Graded Bureaucracies. Bureaucratic institutions for children such as
school often cluster one-year age groups for adults’ convenience. Until large
numbers of children were required to attend school, dividing children accord-
ing to age was not involved even in schooling’s ordering of the curriculum
(Chudacoff, 1989; Serpell, 1993). Gradations based on students’ progress
through the curriculum began in the 1500s in European schools; the levels
were not determined by time since birth (Ariès, 1962; Serpell, 1993).

Rough gradation based on age began in the early 1800s, with the usual
very wide age range narrowing to about a six-year range within a given class
(Ariès, 1962; Serpell, 1993). In North America of the late 1700s and early
1800s, there was not a standard age of entry or completion, and it was not
unusual for 3- or 4-year-olds to be in the same classroom as teenagers (Angus,
Mirel, & Vinovskis, 1988; Chudacoff, 1989).

Since children differed widely with respect to when they had begun
school, how many terms they had attended, how regular their attendance
had been, how much time they could find at home to study, and so
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forth, not to mention differences in talent and motivation, age was a
poor predictor of which child would be studying at which level in each
subject. Teenage boys who had grown up out of the reach of a school
might find themselves learning the alphabet alongside children of four
or five. (Angus, Mirel, & Vinovskis, 1988, p. 216)

In the mid-1800s, a system of “graded instruction” was developed that
ordered the subjects to be taught into a sequence according to difficulty, and
arranged them into the amount of work expected in one year for the average
child (Angus, Mirel, & Vinovskis, 1988; Hamilton, 1989). However, the chil-
dren were advanced through these grades on the basis of their attainments, not
their age. Some efficiency accompanied the grouping of children according
to their level of accomplishment, and teachers began to instruct the whole
class, giving the same lesson to all, rather than having individuals or small
groups recite.

In the late 1800s, segregation of U.S. schoolchildren by age became for-
malized, when the schools instituted standard starting ages as part of the le-
gal requirements of compulsory schooling. Age-grading served bureaucratic
needs, in the face of great increases in the numbers of schoolchildren (due in
part to industrialization, urbanization, and immigration). Handling instruction
bureaucratically also followed the preference of the late 1800s to organize a
“rational” system of uniform classification, curricula, textbooks, and disci-
pline, using age as a metric to categorize pupils within the efficiency model
of the factory system (Chudacoff, 1989).

Awareness of age and the age grading of activities and institutions were
part of a larger process of segmentation within American society during
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. . . . New emphases on
efficiency and productivity stressed numerical measurement as a means
of imposing order and predictability on human life and the environ-
ment. Scientists, engineers, and corporate managers strove for preci-
sion and control through the application of specialization and expertise.
These same endeavors were applied to human institutions and activities –
schools, medical care, social organizations, and leisure. The impetus for
rationality and measurement also included the establishment of orderly
categories to facilitate precise understanding and analysis. Age became
a prominent criterion in this process of classification. (Chudacoff, 1989,
p. 5)

With the employment of a standard starting age, age-batches could be
given the same instruction. In France and the United States, organizing
instruction into stages for batch-instruction helped administrators super-
vise teachers (Anderson-Levitt, 1996; Tyack & Tobin, 1994). However, the
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bureaucratic employment of age to sort students yielded problems with chil-
dren who did not fit the developing norms.

Timing and Measuring Development. A growing concern with timing of
development stemmed in large part from administrators’ concern in the early
1900s with the number of children who were “behind” the grades in school
that were designated for them, challenging the bureaucratic efficiency of age-
grading (Anderson-Levitt, 1996; Chudacoff, 1989). Psychologists such as
E. L. Thorndike and Lightner Witmer began to collect and analyze age/grade
data from a number of large U.S. cities, initiating the school-efficiency move-
ment which soon made age/grade tables a routine part of school districts’
annual reports (Angus, Mirel, & Vinovskis, 1988).

Calculations of the financial costs of students repeating grades were de-
bated among school and business leaders, and psychologists played leading
roles in seeking the causes of “retarded” progress through the grades and in
devising systems for “child accounting” (Angus, Mirel, & Vinovskis, 1988).

The newly emerging profession of psychology saw in the concept of
age-grading a measurement tool that could lend scientific legitimacy to
their work [and] the same can be said of the emergent field of scientific
school administration. [They were] enthralled by statistics and numbers.
(p. 223)

However, the standards they set for progress through the grades proved
difficult to meet. For example, New York had sparked the concerns about
“retardation” by reporting that 39% of students were over-age in 1904, but in
1922, New York’s over-age rate was still 31% (Angus, Mirel, & Vinovskis,
1988). Business leaders often criticized the schools’ inefficiency, as students
took eight or nine years to finish the six elementary grades.

To address the concerns regarding the large proportion of students who
were “over-age” for their grade, mental testing developed about this time. The
invention of mental testing was based on work in developmental psychology,
especially in France and the United States, building on the recent develop-
ment of laboratory techniques in German psychophysics (e.g., in Wundt’s
laboratory) and of statistical methods in England (e.g., by Pearson and by
Spearman; Fass, 1980). In France, Alfred Binet and colleagues developed
tests of mental age as practical tools for schools of the early 1900s to sort out
feeble-minded children who needed “special” education.

The intelligence quotient was soon invented to compare tested mental ages
to children’s chronological ages (by Terman, the Stanford psychologist, in
1916). Americans, particularly, became obsessed with defining and measuring
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mental age, creating an American industry that lasted for more than 50 years,
and established age norms and developmental schedules (Chudacoff, 1989;
Fass, 1980). “Psychologists suddenly found themselves in a lucrative business
with skills very much in demand” (Fass, 1980, p. 446).

Contemporary levels of correspondence between age and school grade did
not occur until the 1940s or 1950s, with automatic (“social”) promotion based
on age as a solution to the bureaucratic problem of age/grade discrepancies
(Angus, Mirel, & Vinovskis, 1988). This was accompanied by the use of
mental testing of various sorts, chronological age, and “ability” grouping
to sort individuals for various educational and career opportunities, so that
children could be advanced year-by-year according to their ages but sorted
into tracks that determined their future instruction and chances.

Many changes in family structure and roles accompanied the shift to mass,
compulsory education. Of course, many other features of life changed during
industrialization, accompanying the spread of mass, compulsory schooling.

Family Changes Associated with Increases in U.S. Schooling

As children spent more of their days in age-graded schooling, they were less
available to help in family economic endeavors. Their economic contributions
to the family decreased due to compulsory schooling and child labor laws.
With children’s increased schooling and decreased economic contributions,
children became costly rather than contributors to the family larder or pock-
etbook (LeVine & White, 1986, 1987).

Family sizes decreased in the period of increasing schooling, in part due to
children’s changing economic roles (Hernandez, 1994). From 1865 to 1930,
smaller families (with only one to four children) grew from 18% to 70%. The
median number of siblings in the families of adolescents plummeted from 7.3
to 2.6.5

Small family size and school attendance limit the experience children
have in caring for younger children (Harkness & Super, 1992; Martini, 1994;
Whiting & Edwards, 1988). For example, now that 5- to 10-year-old Kikuyu

5 Infant mortality dropped over the same period. Around 1800, U.S. women
averaged seven live births, of which a third or a half would not survive to
five years of age (Ehrenreich & English, 1978). Around 1890, 20% of white
children and 40% of black children died before age 15 (Hernandez, 1994). In
the 1900s, child mortality in the United States dropped due to improvements
in sanitation and nutrition; more recent advances in drugs and immunization
have contributed to further drops. By 1973, only 2% of white children and
4% of black children died by age 15.
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(Kenyan) children usually attend school, they are no longer available to serve
as child nurses for their toddler-aged siblings, although they are the preferred
age for this job. This means that Kikuyu mothers now need to rely on children
under age 5 to help care for and entertain their toddlers (Edwards & Whiting,
1992).

The age-range of children’s interactions with children at home, as well as at
school, is thereby restricted. With older children in school, younger children
spend less time in their company. In addition, the reductions in number of
children tightened the spread of siblings’ ages to a narrow range (Chudacoff,
1989). Now that many very young children attend institutional care settings,
their days too are increasingly age-graded. Consistent with this segregation,
middle-class North Americans emphasize children’s peer relations over re-
lations with brothers and sisters (Angelillo, Rogoff, & Morelli, manuscript;
Ruffy, 1981; Wolfenstein, 1955).

Now, within nations with near-universal schooling extending throughout
childhood, it is difficult to imagine childhood relationships and learning in
any other way than that structured by this institution. Looking to other na-
tions where schooling is not so ubiquitous provides important information on
distinct ways that childhood can occur when schooling is not such a primary
institution as well as information on the role of schooling itself in children’s
lives. Changes in recent generations in communities where schooling is just
now taking hold provide opportunities to consider aspects of childhood that
seem to relate to increases in schooling.

Western Schooling’s International Spread

The impact of schooling on childhood has grown worldwide in the twentieth
century, as Western schooling has spread around the world from its European
and North American origins (LeVine & White, 1986). In many parts of the
world, Western schooling was initially exported as a means of “civilizing”
populations in the colonial eras. The first Western schools in many colonies
were introduced as part of the missionizing process (Spring, 1996). Teach-
ing of skills such as literacy was accompanied by insistence on the cultural
practices and values of the missionaries, including obedience, punctuality,
settled life and private property, and use of a colonial language, in addition
to Christianity (Lomawaima, 1994; Spring, 1996).6 In advice to the British

6 At the same time, in some settings the colonial powers restricted access
to literacy and the colonial language, as a way of dominating subjugated
populations.
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Parliament in 1847, a well-known educator claimed that the aim of colonial
education was to instill Christianity, habits of self-control, and moral disci-
pline, “as the most important agent of civilization for the colored population
of the Colonies” (J. P. K. Shuttleworth, quoted by Willinsky, 1998, p. 100).

For example, an “army” of teachers arrived in the Philippines from the
United States at the beginning of the 1900s, to instill new attitudes toward
wealth and work. The desire for new things, it was thought, would motivate
Filipinos to new standards. A domestic science teacher stated, “It is true we
are teaching them to want things they have never had or cared to have before;
but the incentive to have more will promote the ambition to work” (Cleaves,
1994, p. 7).

Compulsory mass schooling had spread to 80% of countries by 1985,
and at least 90% of all children, worldwide, currently spend some time in
school (Meyer et al., 1992). Generally, in countries that introduced elementary
schooling following the European and American nations, enrollments grew
by about 5% per decade from 1870 to 1940, and by about 12% per decade after
World War II, accompanying international efforts for all children to attend
school (Meyer et al., 1992).

Although secondary schooling has occurred for almost all youth in coun-
tries like the United States and Germany for many decades, it has jumped
from approximately half of youth in 1980 to about three-fourths in 2000 in
Argentina, Egypt, and China. In other nations, the increase has also been dra-
matic but has started from a much lower baseline, such as in India (moving
from a third to a half of youth over this time) and Nigeria (moving from a
fifth to a third; Arnett, 2002).

In the next section, we examine changes in schooling over the past
60 years in the Guatemalan Mayan community of San Pedro, as schooling
has changed from enrolling only a few children for only a few years, to en-
rolling almost all children, with some going on to achieve Ph.D., M.D., and
law degrees. Schooling had been introduced by Catholic priests from Spain in
prior centuries, but it was not until the late twentieth century that this Western
institution began to have widespread importance in the daily lives of many
indigenous Mayans of San Pedro. We have had the privilege of studying some
of the associated changes.

Growth of Schooling
in Three Guatemalan Mayan Generations

The role of schooling in the lives of children and families stands out among the
rapid changes in recent generations in San Pedro. Our study of these processes
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spans three decades, from 1974 to the present, but focuses especially on data
gathered in 1976 and in 1999.

In 1976, San Pedro was a town of about 5,000 inhabitants, whose lives
were based primarily on traditional subsistence corn-and-beans agriculture,
carried out by the men, with handwoven textiles and handmade tortillas made
by the women. Travel out of town was on foot, in canoes across Lake Atitlán
to neighboring towns, or in motor boats that came to the town dock three times
per week. Most people from San Pedro married others from San Pedro, and
lived in households in proximity to other kin, as had been the case for several
centuries. By 1999, the town had grown to more than 10,000 inhabitants, not
counting the many local people who have now emigrated to the capital city,
other Guatemalan cities, and some to the US.

Almost all the inhabitants of San Pedro (known as “Pedranos” and
“Pedranas” masculine and feminine forms) were and are Mayan Indians.
They speak the Mayan language, Tz’utujil, which is unrelated to Spanish –
the language employed in national government, commerce in cities, and in
schools. During most of the 1900s, schooling was sponsored primarily by the
Guatemalan government, expanding on the first San Pedro school, established
as a mission school in 1799 (Aguirre, 1972).

To examine changes in involvement in Western schooling, we use data
gathered across 23 years on 60 families from San Pedro. The 60 families
all had a 9-year-old child in 1976, when Barbara Rogoff did her dissertation
study (1977) with them with the assistance of Marta Navichoc Cotuc and
several other San Pedro research assistants.

Rogoff has done research in San Pedro over the past 30 years, studying
child-rearing practices and participating in the life of the community, living in
the town for a total of about two years over the three decades. Navichoc Cotuc
joined in the research 28 years ago, and is a native of San Pedro. Rogoff and
Navichoc Cotuc repeatedly interviewed and videotaped families, observed
children and their siblings and parents, and in the early years gave cognitive
tests to the children. Maricela Correa-Chávez joined in the research four years
ago, and has conducted interviews and observations over about four months of
living in San Pedro. Navichoc Cotuc is a native speaker of the local Mayan lan-
guage, Tz’utujil; Rogoff speaks and understands it conversationally; Correa-
Chávez is studying it. All three speak Spanish, which is used widely as a
second language in San Pedro.

Continuing informal contact with the 60 children and families across the
decades from 1976 was followed up with formal interviews in 1999 by Rogoff
and Navichoc Cotuc. The main interviews in 1976 and 1999 were conducted
with adults in the families’ homes, in whichever language they were most
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comfortable. Some interview information was also obtained from the 9-year-
olds in 1976 in a rented room where the children came repeatedly for memory
tests, which they regarded as a voluntary school. Our information thus involves
interview data collected in 1976 and 1999, regarding

� people who by 1999 were the grandparent generation (Generation 1 –
parents of the 9-year-old children of 1976);

� people who in 1999 were in the parent generation (though some of
this generation did not have children; Generation 2 – they had been
9 years old in 1976); and

� people who in 1999 were the children of Generation 2 (Generation 3).

There was considerable mortality of San Pedro children born nine years
before the study began in 1976 (35% of that birth cohort had died by age 9,
mostly in the first year of life, according to municipal birth records). However,
attrition of the sample since then has been minimal, allowing a follow-up that
is unusually complete. One of the 60 children who made it to age 9 died of
illness as a youth. The remaining 59 were about 33 years old in 1999, and
48 of them still lived in San Pedro. Information was available on all of them,
including those who had emigrated.7

The 60 children who participated in Rogoff’s dissertation study in 1976
were selected from the 9-year-olds of three of the five neighborhoods of San
Pedro, and fairly well represented the general population of the town except
for the stipulation that they were attending (or had been enrolled in) school.8 In
1976, about a quarter of the town’s 9-year-olds had not attended school. The 60
9-year-old children’s level of schooling ranged across four grade levels – about
half of them (48%) were in first grade, and most of the rest were either in
Castellanización (introduction to Spanish, the language of schooling; 27%)
or second grade (22%); two of them (3%) were in third grade. Their average
age at school entry was 6.7 years (Rogoff & Lave, 1979); Guatemala’s legal
public school entry age was 7 years (Irwin et al., 1978).

The ages of the 9-year-olds (average = 9 years, 2 months; range 8 years,
7 months to 10 years, 0 months) were ascertained by municipal birth records
in 1976. The parents’ estimates of the children’s ages often differed from the
birth records by a year or two. The parents’ estimates of their own ages were
based on very rough guesses. Mothers often asked Rogoff to estimate their

7 Sadly, another of the 60 has died subsequent to the data presented here,
murdered by a robber in the capitol city.

8 Only two families that were approached did not give permission for their
children to participate in the study.
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own ages, and their own estimates were often in 5- or 10-year increments.
Some mothers responded to Rogoff’s census question regarding their own
age along these lines: “How old am I? Hmmm, well, I don’t know. How old
would you say, Barbara? Maybe 40? . . . Or maybe more like 50? . . . Put 50.”

Schooling Does not Stand Alone

We are not suggesting that schooling is the force behind all the changes
in children’s lives across generations in San Pedro. Schooling is part of a
constellation of changes (Rogoff & Angelillo, 2002), many of which depend
on each other. However, we argue that schooling is a key part of the changes
and an increasingly important part of children’s experience in San Pedro, as
in the United States and many other locales worldwide.

Some changes across the generations can be attributed directly to changes
in schooling. For example, children who spend substantial portions of most
days in age-graded schools cannot be involved in care of young siblings
during that time. Hence, their child-care responsibilities are diminished; in
1976 needing the children to provide child care was a common reason for
nonattendance (on some days, or in some years, or altogether). As another
example of a causal link, certain levels of schooling are prerequisite for a
number of the occupations that are increasingly commonly held (and aspired
to) within San Pedro, such as teacher and accountant. Without schooling,
these jobs are off limits.

A number of other changes in San Pedro may also be connected with
schooling in a more general fashion, because schooling and other experiences
contribute to fluency in Spanish, and this opens up other possibilities for
occupations and travel, which in turn encourage greater Spanish fluency. In
1976, Generation 1 males generally spoke some Spanish (73% spoke it “more
or less”) and females generally spoke none (61%) or a little (25%). By 1999,
Generation 2 males usually spoke Spanish well (85%) and females generally
did too (68%). In Generation 2 in 1999, 12% of males and 6% of females also
spoke some English. At the same time, all individuals in Generations 1, 2, and
3 spoke the Mayan language Tz’utujil – a central marker of Mayan identity.

A number of other forms of communication with the “outside world”
have increased dramatically over these years. In 1976, although 87% of the
Generation 1 households had electricity supplying at least one light bulb,
only 6% had a television. Most households had only a Bible (68%), and the
remaining 32% had no books. By 1999, all Generation 1 households had
electricity, 78% had a television, 5% had a VCR, and one had a photocopy
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machine. In 1999, only 23% of Generation 1 households had no books and
38% had only a Bible, while 30% had other books and 8% had shelves of
books; 38% of Generation 1 households had a typewriter in 1999 (none had
a computer).9

In what follows, we examine increases across the three generations in the
extent of schooling, accompanied by narrowed age-grading and changes in
educational and occupational aspirations, actual occupations, and children’s
contribution to family work. In addition, increased schooling is accompanied
by dramatic decreases in number of children born, yielding limitations in
number of siblings. We relate these findings to other research that suggests
that with increases in schooling, mothers also appear to be more likely to
interact with their children in ways that resemble the formats of schooling
and less often to engage in the sort of collaborative group endeavors that seem
to characterize traditional indigenous family and community organization
(Chavajay & Rogoff, 2002; Rogoff, Mistry, Göncü, & Mosier, 1993).

Increases in Involvement in Schooling

From Generation 1 to Generation 2, a dramatic shift occurred from almost
no schooling for most children, to considerable numbers of youth achieving
higher degrees. In both generations, the extent of schooling was less for girls
than for boys (see Table 9.1).

The prevalence of schooling is quite related to the level of schooling that
has been available locally for the different generations. In 1936, third grade
was the highest grade available locally, and school comprised only a few
children (mostly boys) of varying ages, who generally attended for only a
year (Chavajay & Rogoff, 2002). By 1953, the top grade extended to sixth
grade (Demarest & Paul, 1981). Still for years, many did not attend school,
a third-grade education was common, and graduation from sixth grade was a

9 When adult Generation 2 households lived apart from Generation 1 house-
holds, the patterns were similar to those described here, although Generation
2’s households were a little more austere than their parents’ households. One
third of married Generation 2 individuals lived in households combined with
their parents’ households. Unmarried Generation 2 individuals lived in their
parents’ household if they lived in San Pedro. (Of 8 unmarried individuals,
4 lived in San Pedro.) Of the 34 Generation 2 married households that were
separate from Generation 1 households, 27 lived with the other spouse’s
parents or in a separate household in San Pedro, and 7 lived in another town
or city.
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considerable accomplishment. In 1972, grades 7–9 became available and in
1995, a teacher-training school encompassing grades 10–12 opened.

In the Yucatán, in communities with primarily Mayan background, the
most powerful predictor of how many grades an individual would attend was
the number of grades available in the individual’s town (during roughly the
same era as our Generation 1; Sharp, Cole, & Lave, 1979). Few individuals
attained more schooling than that available in their town. The number of
grades available in town served as a ceiling, and people reported aspirations
set at about 70% of the highest amount of schooling available in their towns.
(Maternal schooling was also a strong predictor of individuals’ schooling in
the path analysis reported by Sharp and colleagues.)

Few of San Pedro’s Generation 1 received more schooling than was avail-
able locally. Many had no schooling at all (67% of the females and 33% of
the males), and the majority had two or fewer grades of schooling (including
those with no schooling: 87% of the females and 63% of the males). Almost
none had completed more than six grades, with the exception of two who
completed career studies equivalent to 12 grades.

By Generation 2, much more schooling was available in San Pedro. How-
ever, some children enrolled in 7th through 9th grades in distant cities, even
though these grades had become available in San Pedro; their families be-
lieved they would thereby get a better education. In addition, a number of
Pedranos and Pedranas pursued more schooling than the highest grade level
available in town. Families could better afford the added expenses of study-
ing out of town than in the previous generation (about half of the students
attending 7th through 9th grades in 1976 studied in distant cities; Rogoff &
Lave, 1979).

In Generation 2, the extent of schooling was much higher than in Gen-
eration 1, as can be seen in Table 9.1. All children had some schooling –
a selection criterion for being in the study.10 About half of Generation 2
completed one to six grades (61% of the females and 44% of the males),
another 7%–10% completed seven to nine grades, and 30% of the females
and 48% of the males completed the 12 grades required for entry into ca-
reers such as teacher and accountant (and one of the males had a higher
degree). The level of schooling achieved by Generation 2 children was not

10 This selection criterion may have meant that their parents – Generation 1 –
had more schooling than average for the town; the 25% of children who were
not in school in 1976 may have had parents who had attended less school
than the Generation 1 parents. However, data from a random sample of
239 households carried out in 1974 show similar levels of parental schooling
as the present data.



P1: KsF
0521826187agg.xml CB814B/Pillemer 0 521 82618 7 April 25, 2005 6:27

Schooling in Human Development 243

Table 9.1. Extent of Schooling in Generations 1 and 2

Generation 1 Generation 2

Highest Schooling 60 Females 60 Males 30 Females 29 Males

0 40 (67%) 20 (33%) 0 0
1–2 12 (20%) 18 (30%) 5 (17%) 5 (17%)
3–4 6 (10%) 17 (28%) 8 (27%) 3 (10%)
5–6 1 (2%) 4 (7%) 5 (17%) 5 (17%)
Básico (7–9) 0 0 3 (10%) 2 (7%)
Career (12+) 1 (2%) 1 (2%) 9 (30%) 14 (48%)

significantly correlated with their mothers’ or their fathers’ limited level of
schooling.11

Greater Level of Schooling than Neighboring Mayan Towns

San Pedro’s rate of schooling is considerably greater than in the neighboring
Tz’utujil Mayan towns. In 1962, 40% of children were enrolled in San Pedro’s
school, a proportion much higher than in the larger Tz’utujil town of Santiago
Atitlán, only a few miles away (Paul, 1968). Moreover, in Santiago Atitlán,
the rate of schooling did not increase between 1964 and 1990. Across these
decades in the neighboring town, a steadily high rate of attrition prevailed:
Compared with the number of children in first grade, there were 38%–47%
fewer children in second grade and 78%–89% fewer in sixth grade (Carlsen,
1997). By comparison, in the San Pedro Generation 2 data, for schooling
during the same era, just 17% of the children attended only one to two grades,
and over half of the children completed six grades or more.

In two other Tz’utujil towns a short walk from San Pedro along the
lakeshore – San Juan and San Pablo – schooling was also less prevalent
than in San Pedro. Although children are required by Guatemalan law to at-
tend school from age 7 to 14, only 67% in San Juan and 18% in San Pablo
were enrolled in 1978, and those usually attended primary school irregularly
and seldom remained in school after age 10 or 11 (Loucky, 1988). When
they were needed at home, their work took priority over schooling, which

11 Moreover, for the most part, as young adults, both Generation 1 and Gener-
ation 2 individuals seemed to have married without much consideration of
schooling level; their spouses’ level of schooling was not correlated with
their own. The exception was that Generation 2 women who had six or
more grades of schooling almost all married men with similar extent of
schooling.
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was not expected to be of much use. By age 7, children were becoming de-
pendable for many significant subsistence tasks, and apparently were more
heavily involved in them in the two neighboring towns than in San Pedro,
where schooling had taken a greater hold.

The variability in uptake of Western schooling in these Tz’utujil Mayan
towns underlines the importance of not assuming uniformity across even
closely related communities. San Pedro is known among Indian towns in this
region for its interest in schooling.

San Pedro’s emphasis on schooling can be seen in its teachers and other
professionals. In 1936 the one teacher in town was non-Mayan (Chavajay
& Rogoff, 2002), and still in 1976 most teachers in San Pedro were non-
Indians from elsewhere in Guatemala. However, by the late 1990s most San
Pedro teachers were Pedranos or Pedranas. In 1997, 114 of the 130 teachers
employed in San Pedro were natives of San Pedro (12 were from other Mayan
communities and 4 were not Mayan; Chavajay & Rogoff, 2002). In fact, San
Pedro has been supplying a high proportion of teachers for the state as a
whole (including staffing schools in Santiago Atitlán, San Juan, and San
Pablo). A 1994 estimate indicated that San Pedro likely contributed more
teachers working in the whole state of Sololá than all 18 of the state’s other
municipalities combined (Paul, 1994). In addition, in the late 1990s, about
100 students from San Pedro were attending universities (Chavajay & Rogoff,
2002) and about a dozen Pedranos and Pedranas had received or were studying
for medical, law, or Ph.D. degrees.

Narrowed Age-Grading Accompanying Increased Schooling

In 1999, we asked about the schooling of the child of the Generation 2 indi-
viduals who was the closest in age to 9 years and the same gender if possible
(Generation 3). Of the 59 surviving Generation 2 individuals, 27 had a child
aged 6 to 14 years (average age was 8.8 years).

Generation 3 children were all in school, and their current grades closely
matched those expected by their ages in an age-graded system. Most of the
children (16 of 27) were in the expected grade, and almost all the rest were in
the grade above (3) or below (5) the grade associated with their age – variation
which would often be the case in strictly age-graded schools due to differing
birthdates throughout the year. Only 3 of the 27 Generation 3 children were
in a grade that was more than one grade different than the expected grade
for their age (all 3 were two grades below). This is a narrower age range per
grade than when Generation 3’s parents were 9 years old.

The wide spread of ages within grades in the generation corresponding
to Generation 2 was clearly apparent in a nearly random sample of 126 San
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Pedro children aged 6 to 13, censused in 1974 by Rogoff. Only a few of
the 6-year-olds and half of the 7-year-olds had entered school. At ages 8
and 9, 77% of the children had enrolled in school (ranging from Castel-
lanización to second grade), and at ages 10 to 13, 88% of the children had
some schooling, although 12% of the 10- to 13-year-olds had already quit
school. There was a 6-year range within each of the first three grade lev-
els (with children of ages 6–11 years in the preliminary “Castellanización”
class, to learn Spanish to enter first grade, also 6 to 11 years in first grade,
and 8 to 13 years in second grade). From third to sixth grades, the youngest
ages crept up (11, 10, 11, and 13 years), but we cannot determine the oldest
age because the top age examined was 13. However, the 10–11-year-olds
who were still in school ranged from Castellanización to fifth grade and
the 12–13-year-olds who were still in school ranged from second to sixth
grades.12

It appears that in the time between the childhoods of Generation 2 and
3 (the 1970s and 1990s), schooling in San Pedro had become fairly tightly
age-graded. Before that, children started at different ages and attended less
continuously (across days and across years). Many of the Generation 2 chil-
dren also struggled more to learn Spanish (because Spanish was used less
in homes and in the community overall). Because speaking Spanish was a
prerequisite for entry to first grade, which was taught solely in Spanish, more
variation in this skill probably contributed to the wide spread of ages in each
grade.

Aspirations for Schooling Rise Too

Children’s aspirations regarding how far they would go in school rose dra-
matically across Generations 2 and 3 (see Table 9.2). Those who were
9 years old in 1976 (Generation 2) were asked how far they expected to
go in school (“What grade do you think you’ll go to?”). In 1999, the same
question was asked of the Generation 3 children.

12 In San Marcos, a few miles away, children (and teachers) attended school
sporadically in 1980; on average children missed about half of the school
time, due in large part to needs for their help at home and little confidence
that school served a useful purpose. About half of the children enrolled
in Castellanización and primary school were repeating the grade that they
were in – for the second, third, fourth, or fifth time (Richards, 1987). In
Castellanización (introduction to Spanish), only 2 of the 32 children who
were not repeating this grade ended up passing into first grade, and of
the 30 children who were already repeating this grade, only half ended up
passing it.
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Table 9.2. Highest Grade Children Expect to Complete,
in Generations 2 and 3

Generation 2 Generation 3

30 Females 30 Males 13 Females 14 Males

Don’t know 0 3 (10%) 2 (15%) 0
0–2 8 (27%) 5 (17%) 0 0
3–4 7 (23%) 11 (37%) 0 0
5–6 14 (47%) 9 (30%) 1 (8%) 4 (29%)
Básico (7–9) 1 (3%) 2 (7%) 3 (23%) 3 (21%)
Career (12+) 0 0 7 (54%) 7 (50%)

Almost all (95%) Generation 2 children had aspired to six or fewer grades
when they were 9 years old (although many of them in fact went on to com-
plete many more grades). In contrast, fully half of Generation 3 children
aspired to complete at least 12 years of schooling. The change in aspirations
could be based on the increased availability of schooling locally, the dramati-
cally greater levels of schooling of their own parents, the improved economic
circumstances across decades for many families, and other cohort differences
supporting increased levels of schooling. It could also be that the Generation
3 children are predicting their schooling more accurately, based on more in-
formation about what is available (due to more schooling being available in
town and more information about schooling available via television and other
media by 1999).

The Generation 2 children’s schooling aspirations correlated positively
with their mothers’ level of schooling (r = .30, p = .01). This effect seems
to have come from the Generation 2 girls (r = .44, p = .008); the correlation
for boys did not approach significance (r = .06). (There was no correlation
with fathers’ level of schooling.) Surprisingly, Generation 3 children’s school-
ing aspirations were not correlated with their mothers’ or fathers’ levels of
schooling. Perhaps Generation 2 girls were more likely to be encouraged in
their schooling if their mothers had any schooling, and by Generation 3, the
potentials of schooling in people’s lives were more visible (in town and on
television), providing more wide-based encouragement to go on in school.

Aspirations for Adult Occupation Transform with the Generations

The children in Generations 2 and 3 were asked (in 1976 and 1999) what
work they expected to do when they grew up (“What work do you think you
might do when you grow up?”). The children’s aspirations in Generation 2
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Table 9.3. Children’s Anticipated Occupations, in Generations 2 and 3

Generation 2 Generation 3

Anticipated Occupation (as child) 30 Females 30 Males 13 Females 14 Males

Weave, embroider∗ 13 (43%) 2 (15%)
Make tortillas, cook 12 (40%) 2 (15%)
Wash, sweep up 5 (17%)
Farming, cultivation 23 (77%) 3 (22%)
Gather firewood 5 (17%) 1 (7%)
Become mayor 1 (3%)
Teacher 2 (15%) 2 (14%)
Accountant, secretary 3 (23%) 1 (7%)
Student (higher education) 1 (3%) 3 (23%)
Doctor, lawyer 2 (14%)
Pastor 2 (14%)
Carpenter 2 (14%)
Musician 1 (7%)
Don’t know 1 (8%)

∗ Girls who expected to weave or embroider often also mentioned making tortillas and cooking.

(1976) resembled the kind of work that they were already doing to help in their
family and the kind of work their same-sex parent did (see Table 9.3). Girls
anticipated weaving, embroidering, making tortillas, and washing clothes
and dishes. Boys anticipated farming and gathering firewood. Most of these
children could anticipate that as adults they would continue to participate in
extended household production and work on family land. The only Generation
2 children who fell outside this pattern were a boy who expected to go on to
higher education and a boy who anticipated becoming mayor.

By Generation 3 (1999), few children had aspirations resembling those
of Generation 2 as children. (Only 30% of the girls and 27% of the boys
had aspirations like their Generation 2 parents had as children.) Most of the
others aspired to go on in their studies and work in specialized careers such
as teacher, accountant, pastor, and doctor.13

13 Of the 5 Generation 3 children whose same-sex parent had a career re-
quiring extensive schooling, all wanted such careers themselves. In addi-
tion, 1 girl whose mother had a little store wanted to become an accoun-
tant, 4 girls wanted to weave or work at home like their mothers, and
3 boys wanted to become a musician, a carpenter, or to work the fields like
their fathers. The other children’s occupational aspirations did not seem
related to those of their same-sex parent (and relations with the other-sex
parent’s occupation seemed minimal).
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Table 9.4. Adult Occupations of Generations 1 and 2

Generation 1 Generation 2

Adult Occupation 29 Females 30 Males 30 Females 29 Males

Weave, embroider∗ 19 (63%) 15 (50%)
Make tortillas, cook 6 (20%) 5 (17%)
Midwife 1 (3%)
Farming, cultivation 27 (90%) 6 (21%)
Market/store sales 3 (10%) 3 (10%) 3 (10%) 3 (10%)
Teacher 3 (10%) 5 (17%)
Accountant, manager, sec’ty 3 (10%) 2 (7%)
Student (higher education) 1 (3%)
Doctor 1 (3%)
Pastor 1 (3%)
Carpenter, tailor, shoemaker 4 (14%)
Factory worker 3 (10%)
Truck driver 2 (7%)
Security guard 1 (3%)
Musician 1 (3%)

∗ Women who identified their work as weaving or embroidering often also mentioned
making tortillas and cooking.

Adult Occupations Move from Agricultural and Home Production
to Include Teaching and Other New Positions

To compare the actual adult occupations of Generation 1 and 2, we examined
occupations of the same-sex parent of each of the Generation 2 individuals
(see Table 9.4). Many of the Generation 2 females followed the same occupa-
tions as their mothers, with the addition of paid careers for about a fourth of
them. The Generation 2 males, however, shifted markedly from their fathers’
occupations – only a third of them followed the occupations of their fathers,
and the other two thirds followed new careers.

Many of the new occupations have high schooling prerequisites, requiring
completion of 12 grades to qualify for them. All of the Generation 2 indi-
viduals who are in the professions of teacher, accountant, manager, secretary,
doctor, pastor, or still studying have completed twelve or more grades. This
comprises 7 (23%) of the females and 9 (31%) of the males (and none of their
parent generation). The other Generation 2 individuals who have completed
12 or more grades are in the following occupations: 2 females work at home
cooking; 2 males work in sales, 2 in factories, and 1 in carpentry. The other
levels of schooling seem to be spread randomly among the other kinds of
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work (both traditional and new) that do not require completion of 12 grades,
for the rest of the Generation 2 females and males.

Some of the pressure to adopt wage-earning occupations may come from
the decreasing landholdings available to each generation across the 20th cen-
tury. Guatemala has the most extreme discrepancy between landholdings of
the wealthy and the poor in Latin America: In about 1980, 1% of the popu-
lation controlled 66% of the land, whereas 96% of the population controlled
only 16% of agricultural land (Early, 1982, as cited by Loucky, 1988). This im-
balance is exacerbated by the rapid increase in population, such that already-
small plots of land are subdivided into plots too small to sustain a family.
In 1979, 77% of rural Guatemalan households had insufficient holdings for
subsistence (Early, 1982, as cited by Loucky, 1988). The population of San
Pedro has grown from about 2,000 in 1941 to over 12,000 in 2002, despite a
great deal of outmigration to cities, where there are often not sufficient jobs
to support them.

Extensive schooling does not guarantee a good job. A number of Pedranos
and Pedranas employed as teachers as of 1994 had jobs in private schools
with poor remuneration, in hopes of moving into a well-paying government
teaching position, and about 25% of those who were trained as teachers were
not employed as teachers (Paul, 1994). About a third of these had other
positions in office jobs in the capital or were doing well as agriculturalists;
however, the others worked in trades in San Pedro or in available jobs in the
capital. Some of these may be represented among the Generation 2 individuals
who have more than 12 years of schooling but are working in homemaking,
sales, factory work, and carpentry, which do not require such high levels of
schooling.

Possible Generational Changes in Schooling’s Relation with Occupations

Going to school may provide different occupational benefits for Generations
1, 2, and 3, associated with the dramatic differences in prevailing levels of
schooling as well as available occupations. For Generation 1, who completed
just a few grades, learning Spanish – useful in commerce – may have been
a primary effect of school attendance. Primary schooling may have provided
skills used in transitioning from agriculture and home-based production to
merchant and traveling roles. In prior generations, the value of schooling for
agricultural careers was questioned by San Pedro parents. For Generation 2,
credentialing needed for salaried professions may commonly be the effect of
completing 12 grades of schooling. With secondary schooling, Pedranos and
Pedranas may join the bureaucratic workforce.
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Consistent with these speculations, a path analysis indicated that for Gen-
eration 1, Spanish fluency was more closely related than schooling to adult
income and family wealth (Rogoff & Lave, 1979). (Generation 1’s Spanish
fluency was itself predicted by extent of schooling and contact with Spanish
speakers in the course of work and everyday life.) However, Generation 1
men’s involvement in nonagricultural careers (such as teaching, tailoring,
and ministry) was predicted by their level of schooling, perhaps due to cre-
dentialing barriers in many such occupations or perhaps due to a need for
higher levels of literacy in some of them. Generation 1’s Spanish fluency
was also more related than was their schooling to the extent of schooling
of their Generation 2 offspring, but family wealth, fathers having nonagri-
cultural careers, and mothers’ contact with non-Pedranos were even more
directly related to Generation 2’s schooling. By the time the available level
of schooling included secondary school (as was the case for Generation 2),
the credentialing effect may have been much stronger in relating extent of
schooling to other aspects of San Pedro lives.

The reasons that Generation 2 and 3 children gave for attending school
were also consistent with the idea of changing benefits of schooling. Many
Generation 2 children (47% of them) said that learning Spanish was their rea-
son for going to school, whereas only 15% of Generation 3 children gave this
reason. Between 1976 and 1999, the general usage of Spanish has increased
greatly, so it may be more taken for granted, and also easier to learn because
of the greater prevalence of Spanish on television, in local tourism, and in
everyday local use (in addition to the increase in schooling and the advent of
bilingual Mayan–Spanish early schooling). Generation 3 children’s reasons
for attending school included being students in order to get a good job, cited
by 37% of them and none of the Generation 2 children. (The remaining chil-
dren in both generations reported that they went to school to learn to read
and/or write, or did not have a reason.)

Children’s Work Contributions Decline

The increases in children’s schooling across the generations have been ac-
companied by decreases in their contributions to family work. With increasing
days and years spent in school and with decreasing numbers of siblings, fewer
boys were involved in caring for siblings, but most girls still had some child-
care responsibilities. (See Table 9.5.) However, the amount of time spent in
child care is probably much less for both girls and boys (based on casual
observation of frequency of seeing a child tending a baby, and commentary
of San Pedro parents; Magarian, 1999).
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Table 9.5. Number of Children Doing Each Type of Work (as Reported by Parents)

Generation 2 Generation 3

Type of Work 30 Girls 30 Boys 13 Girls 14 Boys

Tending a baby 18 (60%) 16 (53%) 8 (62%) 1 (7%)
Weaving 26 (87%) 0
Washing clothes 21 (70%) 8 (57%)
Making tortillas 12 (40%) 4 (29%)
Selling (store or street) 5 (17%) 1 (3%) 0 0
Cleaning houses for pay 1 (3%)
Farming/cultivation 1 (3%) 17 (57%) 1 (7%) 5 (36%)
Fishing 6 (20%) 3 (21%)
Picking coffee 0 0 2 (14%) 9 (64%)

Children also participate less in other family work. For example, no girls
of Generation 3 are involved in weaving, whereas 87% of their mothers (at
age 9) had been weaving or beginning to weave – a primary job of San
Pedro women of prior generations. (Half of the Generation 2 girls who were
involved in weaving were at the level of play-weaving, in which girls set up
little looms using found materials and practice weaving.) There also seems
to be a slight decrease in children’s washing, making tortillas, and selling
(peddling or helping in a family shop).

Somewhat fewer boys of Generation 3 than Generation 2 are involved in
tending family corn, bean, onion, and fruit crops – formerly the main male
occupation. However, in 1999, the children – especially boys – picked coffee
beans on family trees or for pay (for Pedranos with larger landholdings),
accompanying the increase of this cash crop since their parents were children.

There are also differences in the number of types of work each child does
(using the types listed in Table 9.5; see Table 9.6). In Generation 3, a higher
proportion of the children are reported not to be doing work at all, which was
less common in Generation 2, χ -square = 8.02, p < .009. (In both genera-
tions, boys are more often the ones doing no work.)

The average number of different types of work done by the children has
decreased from Generation 2 to Generation 3, t (85) = 3.00, p = .003. The
change is mostly among the girls: Generation 2 girls averaged 3 types of
work, whereas Generation 3 girls averaged only 1.7 types of work. The boys’
number of types of work changed little, averaging 1.5 and 1.3 types of work
in Generations 2 and 3.

These changes are consistent with LeVine and White’s (1987) contrast of
children’s roles in agrarian communities versus in middle-class communities
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Table 9.6. Number of Types of Work by Children in Generations 2 and 3

Generation 2 Generation 3
No. of Types
of Work 30 Girls 30 Boys 13 Girls 14 Boys

0 0 3 (10%) 2 (15%) 5 (36%)
1 1 (3%) 12 (40%) 3 (23%) 3 (21%)
2 9 (30%) 12 (40%) 6 (46%) 3 (21%)
3 9 (30%) 3 (10%) 1 (8%) 3 (21%)
4 10 (33%) 1 (8%)
5 1 (3%)
Average 3.0 1.5 1.7 1.3

in industrialized nations, where parents provide economic and social support
to children without expecting tangible returns. Middle-class occupations re-
sult in many children needing to make their future careers in work that their
parents do not know how to do, in contrast with agrarian traditions. Thus,
childhood becomes a time of preparation for uncertain employment in adult-
hood, instead of ongoing involvement in family and community productive
activities (Rogoff et al., 2003).14

In prior generations, children in San Pedro contributed importantly to the
resources of their family; such contributions were also noted in work done in
1978 in the nearby Tz’utujil towns of San Juan and San Pablo (Loucky, 1988).
“Maya children represent positive net economic value by adolescence. This
contributes to continuing upward pressure on fertility and school abstention”
(p. xi).

Fertility and Infant Mortality Decline, and with Them, Number of Siblings

Generation 1 parents had a relatively large number of children, several of
whom usually died in early childhood. We compare Generation 1 and 2 child-
bearing at the age of 33, in order to hold constant the number of years available
to bear children. We also limit the comparison to the Generation 1 parent that
is of the same gender as the individuals included in Generation 2 (“same-sex
Generation 1”).

By the time the same-sex Generation 1 individuals were an estimated
33 years old, in about 1968, they had had an average of 6 children (see
Table 9.7). Of course, many continued to have children after age 33; females

14 The number of chores that the Generation 2 children did was not signifi-
cantly correlated with the limited amount of schooling of their mothers or
their fathers.
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Table 9.7. Fertility and Child Mortality of Same-Sex Generation 1 and 2 Parents

Same-Sex Generation 1 Generation 2

30 Females 29 Males 30 Females 29 Males

Average # children born
by age 33 6.6 5.5 2.4 2.0

Range 3–15 3–9 0–7 0–6
# with no children at 33 0 0 4 (13%) 5 (17%)
# with 1–2 children 0 0 15 (50%) 16 (55%)
# with 3 or more 30 (100%) 29 (100%) 11 (37%) 8 (28%)
Ave. # babies died by 3 years
across childbearing 1.9 1.7 0.3 0.1

Range 0–13 0–7 0–3 0–2
# w/ no babies that died 4 8 23 26
Ave.# died age 3–18∗ 0.2 0.7 0∗ 0.04

∗ Note: Generation 2 had less opportunity for older children to die, as Generation 2 was only 33 at
the time of data collection.

averaged 8.4 live births (range 3 to 18) across their childbearing years. Across
their childbearing years, they reported that about 2 of their children died.15,16

Generation 1 males, marrying a couple of years older, had had a smaller
average number of children born by age 33, but they caught up (Generation
2 males’ fathers’ total number of children born was 9.1; range 3 to 16).

When Generation 2 was 33 years old, in 1999, they had an average of
2 children per family and only an average of 0.2 had died. It is striking that
about two thirds of Generation 2 had 0 to 2 children by age 33, whereas none
of their same-sex parents (in Generation 1) had this few children at age 33.17 It

15 It seems that the mothers reported fewer mortalities than those documented
in the municipal death records; probably they did not report the deaths of
some babies who died in the first days or weeks of life. This may make
sense given high birth and mortality rates, in retrospective reporting across
several decades.

16 These fertility figures are similar to those of neighboring Santiago Atitlán,
where the average mother had eight live births in the mid-1960s (according
to Early’s data, reported by Carlsen, 1997). The rate of infant and child
mortality, although high, is perhaps less than in prior decades. In Santiago
Atitlán in 1950, more than 50% of children died between ages 0 and 4; by
the mid-1980s, half of the women of Santiago Atitlán reported losing no
children (Carlsen, 1997). In nearby towns of San Juan and San Pablo, about
a fifth of children were reported to have died, according to 1978 information
that resembles figures in San Pedro (Loucky, 1988).

17 Of course, the parents are not a random sample of people of their generation;
they were selected on the basis of having a 9-year-old in 1976, so all had
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is also striking that during their childbearing years, almost all of Generation 1
had at least one child die, and usually 2, whereas at age 33, almost all of
Generation 2 had lost no children.

Generation 1 women as a whole (all 60 of them, mothers of both
Generation 2 females and males) had slightly fewer children born the more
years they completed in school (r = −.20, p = .06). However, the relation
between the Generation 1 men’s extent of schooling and their number of chil-
dren did not approach significance (r = −.12). Generation 2 individuals, at
age 33, had significantly fewer children born the further they went in school,
r = −.31, p = .009. [The correlation was about the same for Generation 2
females (r = −.27) and for Generation 2 males (r = −.31).]

The generational changes in fertility and mortality mean that the family
experiences of Generation 3 are far different than those of Generation 2. Only
about a third of Generation 3 children have more than 1 sibling, whereas all
of the Generation 2 children had several siblings. Half of the Generation 3
children have one or no siblings, and Generation 3 children do not exist at all
for 9 of the Generation 2 individuals who are childless.

So across the generations, we see large increases in schooling, in age-
grading, and in aspirations for schooling and school-based occupations (as
well as greater involvement in school-based occupations); this is accompa-
nied by children’s lesser involvement in sibling care and other contributions
to their households, and fewer siblings to engage with. San Pedro children
have become more unique in their families and more segregated from house-
hold and community activities as they spend increasing time in schools, in
preparation for work that differs from that of their parents and grandparents.
The changes seem to be transforming childhood from being a contributing
segment of family and community worlds to being segregated and preparing
to contribute to bureaucratic organizations that pay salaries (if they are for-
tunate to be both successful in school and in competing for the limited posts
available).18

at least one surviving child by the design of the study. Nonetheless, the
differences between generations in the same families are notable.

18 Schooling in many systems is designed to fail some proportion of stu-
dents, many of whom approach their subsequent lives as failures, unlike
in generations where schooling was not an option (see Serpell, 1993). The
unavailability of jobs for which students have prepared also means that a
number of successful students become unsuccessful in the job market. The
consequences of failed aspirations (for the individual, family, and commu-
nity) are worthy of study, especially as the school/work system that children
enter in “developing” and post-industrial societies is often designed for a
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More School-Like Adult–Child Interactions

With greater experience of school and fewer children, more of whom were
likely to survive, other studies have shown that San Pedro mothers were
more likely to interact with their children in ways that were similar to
those of middle-class European-American mothers. With their toddlers, they
gave language lessons, acted as peers in conversation and play, and used mock
excitement and praise to motivate involvement in their own agenda (Rogoff
et al., 1993). With older children, highly schooled San Pedro mothers took
a more managerial role and divided a task among themselves and three chil-
dren, rather than approaching it as a collaborative group (Chavajay & Rogoff,
2002). In families with little or no involvement in schooling, there was greater
use of interactional patterns that appear consistent with traditional indigenous
social organization – keen observation, supportive assistance, and fluid coor-
dination in groups engaged in shared endeavors (Chavajay & Rogoff, 2002;
Rogoff et al., 1993). (Maternal experience in school has also been found to
relate to mother–child interaction in a number of other communities around
the world; Laosa, 1980; Mejı́a Arauz et al., in preparation; von der Lippe,
1999.)

In related findings from Cuernavaca, México, mothers who had 6 to
9 years of schooling were more likely to desire and give birth to a smaller
number of children, as well as to discuss family planning with their hus-
band, compared with mothers who had 1 to 5 years of schooling (LeVine,
LeVine, Richman, Tapia Uribe, Correa, & Miller, 1991; Miller, 1997). The
more-schooled mothers were more likely to respond to their infants’ vocal-
izations and looks with vocalizations, perhaps modeling after school experi-
ences. LeVine et al. (1991) summed up their view of the role of schooling as
follows:

As schooling becomes institutionalized, mothers who have acquired this
model in the classroom increasingly prepare their children for school,
engaging them in pedagogical interaction at younger and younger ages.
This means verbal responsiveness to the child during infancy, which
has the effect of producing a verbally active toddler who frequently
initiates demands for maternal attention during the post-infancy years.
Such children are on the average less compliant and more “difficult” and
“exhausting” to raise, reinforcing the mother’s assumption that child
care is a labor-intensive task – requiring more of her time and energy

considerable proportion to fail – a striking contrast with lives a few genera-
tions back where almost everyone had work and made valued contributions
in the community.
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than it did for her own mother (prior to female schooling in an agrarian
community) and inducing her to bear fewer children. (p. 486)

A Moment in Time?

The observations of changes accompanying schooling in San Pedro comple-
ment the historical analysis of the role of widespread schooling in the lives of
U.S. children. With extensive involvement in Western schooling, children’s
lives seem increasingly to involve segregation from adults and association
with close-in-age peers and siblings, accompanying smaller family size, de-
creased infant mortality, and reduced contributions by children to sibling care
and other family work. When schooled children grow up, they seem to adopt
some of the ways of schooling in dealing with their own children – such
as attempting to manage children’s attention and learning, employing more
managerial roles, and less side-by-side pitching in together on a common
productive endeavor.

At the turn of the twenty-first century, in middle-class communities in
the United States, and increasingly in other communities around the world
such as in the Mayan town of San Pedro, schooling seems to have become
sufficiently obligatory and widespread that it is becoming “naturalized” in
people’s thinking about childhood. People often assume that the conditions
of childhood surrounding schooling are simply the way children and families
“are.” Our aim is to call attention to them as a rather unique historical/cultural
phenomenon that has wide and deep consequences for children’s everyday
lives as well as those of their families of origin and their subsequent families
when they grow up.

LeVine and White (1987) have pointed out that the similarities across
societies in the conditions of childhood accompanying compulsory and ex-
tensive schooling – such as small family size, low infant mortality, and lim-
ited economic contributions from children – stem from very different his-
tories. The histories vary among different European and American nations,
as they do among different neighboring Tz’utujil Mayan towns. In particu-
lar societies, these developments relate to industrialization, urbanization, and
local childrearing philosophies in different manners and distinct sequences
across the last few centuries. Despite the differing origins and routes, com-
pulsory schooling has become a ubiquitous aspect of childhood, along with
its accompanying features such as small family size, reduced infant mortal-
ity, reduced child contributions to family and community, and increased age
segregation.
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The historical changes leading to the present do not end in this moment.
New generations will face changed circumstances and will develop new ap-
proaches that resemble current forms of childrearing in some ways and depart
from them in others, reflecting distinct cultural histories as well as local and
global change.

Despite its current ubiquity, compulsory, extensive mass schooling itself is
a short experiment. Even during its century of existence in the United States, a
number of transformations in its purposes and formats can be seen (along with
some sturdy continuities, such as age-grading and standardized “measures”
of students).

Although developmental researchers often treat schooling as a “natural”
part of child development, as Diana Slaughter-Defoe has pointed out (in a
planning meeting on child development and learning at NSF; July 1998),
there is reason to question whether schooling will continue to play the same
role throughout the coming century.19 She posed the question, if schools are
likely to cease to exist in 75 years, how should developmental researchers
and policymakers currently be conceptualizing and contributing to the design
of arrangements for children’s learning and development? We regard this
thought experiment as extremely valuable for broadening the perspective on
how future practices and institutions can be designed to support children’s
development for the circumstances of the future.

Investigating the arrangements for children’s learning in settings where
Western schooling has not been prevalent for generations provides key infor-
mation for considering resources for aiding children’s learning. Such research
not only helps us understand the role of Western schooling in children’s lives
in societies where this institution is central to children’s lives, but also draws
attention to the ways that children learn in communities where schooling is
not pervasive. In many such settings, children learn by keen observation in
the process of being involved in their communities’ activities with people of
a wide age range, motivated by the importance of the activities and the value
of their contributions (Rogoff et al., 2003).

In commenting on the reduction in children’s opportunities to engage in
shared endeavors with adults, working side-by-side to accomplish a joint task
together, Heath pointed out the importance of such situations for child and

19 Her speculation was based in part on increasing use of home schooling,
private schooling, and opportunities for other forms of learning (such as
distance learning and use of the internet as an learning resource).
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youth development:

Currently, aside from agricultural households, relatively few [U.S.] fam-
ilies spend time in cross-age tasks that require planning, practice, and
productive work across a period of several weeks or months. Yet these
are the very situations in which children are most likely to engage in
work on tasks beneficial to them and others and to receive extensive
authentic practice [in] planning ahead, linking current actions to future
outcomes, and self-assessing and self-correcting their own behaviors
and attitudes. (1998, p. 217)

Such involvement is an important feature of a number of voluntary commu-
nity youth organizations such as drama, arts, sports, and service clubs. In
such settings, young people often learn and demonstrate important planning,
hypothetical thinking, language, and leadership skills (supported by adult
mentors and coaches) that they frequently do not show in schools (Heath,
1998).

Of course, schooling does not necessarily need to segregate children
from the adult world or from making contributions to their communities
(Bronfenbrenner, 1974). Efforts to improve the formats of schooling can be
informed by greater understanding of the roles of schooling and of changing
community structures in children’s lives. Indeed, some innovative schools
employ processes of intent participation that have long characterized chil-
dren’s contributions to their family and community lives in communities
in which schooling has not been a central activity of childhood (Rogoff,
Goodman Turkanis, & Bartlett, 2001; Rogoff et al., 2003).

As Shep White (1999) has eloquently pointed out, it is part of the role of
developmental psychology to contribute to the design of societies’ institutions
for children. To do so most effectively requires some understanding of the
powerful roles and the diverse trajectories of institutions such as schooling
and family and work organization in children’s lives across time and place.
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10 The Rise of the American Nursery School

Laboratory for a Science of Child Development

Barbara Beatty

American nursery schools served both as laboratories for the derivation of a
science of child development and as consumers of this new science. Nursery
schools grew out of the larger preschool movement of eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century infant schools and kindergartens and from new concep-
tions of childhood. Treatises on how to educate young children, medical
advice and child rearing manuals, Darwin’s theory of evolution, and other
early work in biology and comparative psychology laid the groundwork for
the study of child development. G. Stanley Hall’s child study movement of
the 1890s was the main precursor. Edward L. Thorndike’s educational psy-
chology added new quantitative methodology. All of this came together in
the environment of the nursery school, where psychologists, teachers, and
parents sought new scientific information about children, and young children
were readily available for research (Beatty, 1995; Koops & Zuckerman, 2003;
Sears, 1975; Smuts and Boardman, 1986; White, 2003).1

Driven by societal needs and concern for children’s well-being, the nursery-
school movement and child development research were based on the belief
that scientific knowledge about young children, child rearing, and preschool
education could ameliorate larger social problems. The flood of immigrants
and increasing industrialization, urbanization, and poverty heightened exist-
ing worries about child welfare. The growth of cadres of experts in the sci-
ences, social sciences, and children’s professions created a new infrastructure.
The roaring economy and more organized private charities and government
agencies provided financial and political support. The success of the public

1 I am grateful for the comments of Sheldon H. White, Emily Cahan, and David
Pillemer, whose insights added greatly to my understanding of the linkage
of the history of preschool education and developmental psychology. An
earlier version of this chapter was given as a paper at meeting of the Society
for Research in Child Development in 1995.
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kindergarten movement in the early twentieth century turned preschool edu-
cators’ attention to younger children. The result was a burst of research in the
1920s and early 1930s on young children, most of it done in nursery schools
(Beatty, 1995; Bremner, 1971; Muncy, 1991; Schlossman, 1981; Ross, 1990).

The American nursery-school movement stemmed from the British
nursery-school movement, which was explicitly linked to psychology. Deeply
concerned about the health of poor and working class children and a great
believer in the beneficial effects of ventilation and hygiene, British socialist
Margaret McMillan started a nursery school in 1913 for children from 1 year
to 6 years of age in the London slum of Deptford. In keeping with McMillan’s
medical model of preschool education, the teachers were called nursery
nurses. McMillan was influenced by the sensory psychology of Edouard
Seguin and others, and thought that young children’s minds and memories
could be expanded through a sensorial pedagogy somewhat like that of her
contemporary Maria Montessori. Grace Owen, the sister-in-law of psycholo-
gist James McKeen Cattell, was also prominent in the British nursery-school
movement and in its translation to the United States. Future American nursery-
school leaders studied with McMillan and brought nursery-school ideas back
to this country (Beatty, 1995; Lascarides & Hinitz, 2000; McMillan, 1921;
Steedman, 1990).

American child welfare activists were also involved in the movement’s
beginnings. Wealthy, progressive Iowa City matron Cora Bussey Hillis, who
had lost children due to illness, began efforts in 1906 that would lead to the
Iowa Child Welfare Research Station at the State University of Iowa, in Iowa
City. Arnold Gesell, who was also the country’s first public school psycholo-
gist, opened a clinic in 1911 at Yale University, to treat young children with
school adjustment problems. Greenwich Village radical Caroline Pratt who
had started a playgroup for young children in 1913, collaborated with Harriet
Johnson and Lucy Sprague Mitchell to found the Bureau of Educational Ex-
periments in 1916 and its nursery school (Antler, 1987; Beatty, 1995).

Associated with colleges, universities, or training institutes, many early
nursery schools were begun with the goal of producing scientific research,
and served the children of well-to-do, well-educated parents who wanted their
children to be educated in progressive, scientifically designed environments.
Other nursery schools were begun as part of settlement houses, the urban
communal organizations where social reformers lived and worked. These,
such as the nursery school at Jane Addams’s famous Hull House in Chicago,
served the children of poor and immigrant parents, many of whom were less
receptive to scientific notions about child rearing. Leaders of the kindergarten
movement, especially Patty Smith Hill, who started a nursery-school course at
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Teachers College, were also very active in promoting nursery schools (Beatty,
1995; Lascarides & Hinitz, 2000).

Private philanthropy was the most immediate impetus behind the rapid
growth of nursery-school-based research. In 1923, Beardsley Ruml, a Uni-
versity of Chicago trained psychologist, and Lawrence K. Frank, a University
of Chicago trained economist with connections to the nursery-school commu-
nity, began distributing large sums of Laura Spelman Rockefeller Memorial
funds to projects designed to advance child welfare through scientific re-
search. By 1925, Ruml and Frank had awarded more than a million dollars
to such research, and gave out another $10 or $11 million before they left the
fund in 1930 (Cahan, 1991; Grant, 1994, p. 14; Schlossman, 1981, p. 297;
Sears, 1975, p. 20). Much of this money went to child development insti-
tutes at Teachers College, Yale, and at the Universities of Minnesota, Iowa,
California, and Toronto, and to other institutions and researchers, as well.
Headed by psychologists, all of the institutes were associated with nursery
schools (Sears, 1975; Senn, 1975; Smuts & Boardman, 1986).

Two major bibliographic efforts documented the growing amount of child
development and nursery-school research. In 1929, the National Society
for the Study of Education (NSSE) published its Twenty-Eighth Yearbook,
Preschool and Parental Education (Whipple, 1929). In 1935, the National
Association for Nursery Education (NANE) published a comprehensive bib-
liography, Nursery School Education (Bradbury, Skeels, & Swieda, 1935).
Both included hundreds of articles from Child Development, the American
Journal of Psychology, Pedagogical Seminary, the Journal of Genetic Psy-
chology, the Journal of Educational Psychology, the American Journal of Or-
thopsychiatry, the Journal of Experimental Psychology, and other psychology
journals and texts. The NSSE yearbook covered early research through studies
published in 1928; the NANE bibliography covered work published mostly
between 1928 and 1934 (Bradbury, Skeels, & Swieda, 1935; Whipple, 1929).
Since there was relatively little overlap between the two, and some editors
worked on both compilations, these may have been intended as continuation
volumes.

As these many studies attest, participants in the nursery-school move-
ment saw the enterprise as a large psychological experiment. Viewed from
this perspective, the movement’s goals can be framed as research questions.
Although there were many interrelated topics and subcategories, examina-
tion of nursery-school sources suggests six main lines of inquiry. (1) Could
nursery schools improve young children’s health, physical growth, and motor
development? (2) Could nursery schools enhance young children’s mental de-
velopment and language? (3) Could nursery schools enhance young children’s
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social and emotional development? (4) Could nursery schools alleviate the
problems of emotionally, behaviorally, and otherwise troubled children?
(5) Could parent education and parent involvement in nursery schools pos-
itively influence children’s development? (6) Could nursery schools help
women combine career interests and motherhood without adversely affecting
their children?

There were other questions that did not initially make it onto the main
agenda or were removed temporarily. A seventh question about sensory devel-
opment appears but was stifled when Maria Montessori’s ideas were rejected
as unscientific by American psychologists and educators, though sensorial
activities were part of the nursery-school curriculum, and a focus of some
child development research (Beatty, 1995, p. 118). Language development
was emerging as a separate line of inquiry. There was also great interest in
play, artistic development and creativity, and nursery-school materials. The
question of whether nursery schools could alleviate the effects of poverty was
introduced, as well. Consequently, the themes of measurement, of developing
accurate metrics and norms for gauging development, and of recordkeeping
cut across all of these questions (White, 1999).

The NSSE and NANE bibliographies are revealing pieces of data. Like
posed, black and white Depression-era photographs of psychologists and
nursery-school educators peering over clipboards recording observations of
young children, they document the emergence of child psychology before it
had crystallized as a profession. Their categories reveal the nascent structure
of the field and the interconnectedness of psychology research with the prac-
tical concerns of nursery educators and parents. The items included show the
kinds of research that psychologists studying young children in the 1920s
and 1930s thought were important. Examined together, the two bibliogra-
phies demonstrate the close linkage of the rise of the American nursery and
development of developmental psychology.

Origins and Organization of the NSSE and NANE Bibliographies

The NSSE and NANE bibliographies were joint efforts by psychologists and
nursery educators who collaborated on many other child-related projects. The
founding of the federal Children’s Bureau in 1912 and the National Research
Council’s (NRC) Committee on Child Development in 1925 brought sci-
entists and social scientists together to address the need for more scientific
information about young children (Cahan, 1991). Meanwhile, the nursery-
school movement was becoming more professionally organized. In 1925,
Patty Smith Hill called together a group of nursery-school educators, parent
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educators, and psychologists, who met annually, and, in 1929, became the
National Association for Nursery Education (Beatty, 2001; Lascarides &
Hinitz, 2000; NAEYC, 1976). Other conferences and publications added to
the momentum.

The fact that the NSSE, which had originated in the 1890s as an orga-
nization for the promotion of the science of education, chose to devote one
of its yearbooks to preschool and parent education reflected the coming of
age of these fields. Made-up mostly of psychologists, the membership of the
Twenty-Eighth Yearbook’s advisory committee represented the many inter-
locking themes it addressed. The chair, Lois Hayden Meek (later Stolz), who
headed the American Association of University Women’s child study cam-
paign, was soon to take over the Teachers College Institute of Child Welfare
from Helen Thompson Woolley, who was also on the committee. Woolley had
directed research efforts at the Merrill–Palmer Institute in Detroit, which was
headed by Edna Noble White, who, along with Patty Smith Hill, was the other
preschool educator in the group. Arnold Gesell was on the committee, along
with Douglas Thom, a leader in the mental hygiene and child guidance move-
ments. The volume was dedicated to the recently deceased Bird Baldwin,
the first director of the Iowa Child Welfare Station, the seventh member of
the committee (Beatty, 1995; Grant, 1994; Whipple, 1929, p. iv).

One publication led to another. Many of this same group participated in the
1930 White House Conference on Child Health and Protection. The White
House Conference’s Committee on the Infant and Preschool Child, headed by
University of Minnesota Institute for Child Welfare director John E. Anderson,
also produced a large volume of reports (White House Conference on Child
Health and Protection, 1931). That same year, 1930, Dorothy E. Bradbury,
who had worked on the NSSE bibliography, and Esther Leech Skeels, both
from the Iowa Child Welfare Research Station, began a second survey of
nursery-school-based research. In 1931, NANE appointed a bibliography
committee, headed by Anderson, Meek, George Stoddard (who took over
at the Iowa Station after Baldwin died), and Mary Dabney Davis of the U.S.
Bureau of Education, who was president of NANE the year the NANE bib-
liography came out. An influential group, Anderson, Meek, and Stoddard
also worked with Davis on the National Advisory Committee for the Federal
Emergency Nursery Schools, which underwrote the bibliography’s publica-
tion (Davis, 1935; Bradbury, Skeels, & Swieda, 1935, p. vi; Grant, 1998;
Michel, 1999).

The first volume, the NSSE yearbook, reflected some lack of certainty
about the future of the nursery-school movement and of child development
research. The nursery school and parent education movement was “too recent
to predict its outcome with assurance,” wrote NSSE editor Guy Montrose



P1: ICD
0521826187c10.xml CB814B/Pillemer 0 521 82618 7 April 25, 2005 6:34

The Rise of the American Nursery School 269

Whipple (Whipple, 1929, p. ix). Meek and the other NSSE committee mem-
bers were equally measured about the status of child development research.
They hoped that “the deficiencies and limitations” of Hall’s child-study move-
ment, which they credited with paving the way, and “the cumulative improve-
ment of investigatory methods” would “rest the present-day movement on a
broader and somewhat firmer scientific foundation.” Writing in the late 1920s,
they were not fully confident about their new science of child development.
“It remains to be seen” (Whipple, 1929, p. 453).

There was also some lack of clarity about the ages of the children under
discussion. Meek explained preschool signified the “age period from two to
six years,” because the term “preschool” had initially been used by “child
hygienists and public health workers” to refer to “the gap in child health
provisions between the infant welfare station and the public school” (Meek in
Whipple, 1929, p. 3). Meek and the yearbook committee, however, preferred
the more “flexible,” “inclusive” continuity of the “whole period of infancy
and early childhood, from birth up to elementary-school entrance at the age
of six or seven” (Meek in Whipple, 1929, pp. 3–4).

The NSSE yearbook committee struggled with the definition of child de-
velopment research, as well. Here again they pushed for breadth. The ex-
pansiveness and lack of clarity of the term development was useful, they
said, as “‘development’ in its broadest sense is a unifying concept which
supersedes the old duality of mind and body.” Child development was “a
subdivision of human biology,” they wrote, in which age was “the defin-
ing characteristic,” a “correlation of all the psycho-biological sciences upon
the focal problem of the development of the individual” (Whipple, 1929,
p. 454).

The organization of the two volumes was similar. Both included chapters
with descriptive information or lists of studies on nursery-school philoso-
phy, history, organization, procedures, and training, and surveys of differ-
ent types of nursery schools in the United States and other countries. Both
contained separate chapters on “Research,” with abstracts of experimental
studies. But the NANE bibliography put habit formation, play, and art within
the research chapter, while the NSSE yearbook placed these in a separate
chapter “Methods of Educating Preschool Children” that mixed experimen-
tal studies with descriptive accounts. This differing categorization reveals
much about differences in what was considered scientific research, a tension
that would grow as some psychologists began distancing themselves from the
more practical work of the nursery school (Bradbury, Skeels, & Swieda, 1935;
Whipple, 1929).

The research chapters contained references from about the same number of
publications, 238 in the NSSE yearbook and 236 in the NANE bibliography,
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though the NSSE volume listed studies within these publications as individual
items under separate headings. Bradbury colleagues noted that they had only
included research that had “a definite bearing on nursery school procedures
or the effect of nursery school practice upon the child,” not “all the researches
using nursery school children” (Bradbury, Skeels, & Swieda, 1935, p. 88).
If they had, it would have been a very large number. The nursery-school
movement grew rapidly in the six years between the publication of the two
volumes, as did child development research. A survey in the NSSE yearbook
listed 84 nursery schools in existence in 1928; by 1930 a U.S. Office of
Education survey found 262 (Davis and Hansen, 1933, p. 1; Whipple, 1929,
pp. 239–241). The Abstracts of Child Development for 1928 alone, published
by the NRC’s Committee on Child Development, listed 1,232 titles (Whipple,
1929, p. 455).

The NSSE yearbook authors also examined the amount of different types
of child development research being done within the field as a whole. In 1927,
the NRC’s Committee on Child Development had conducted a survey of child
development researchers and their research. Based on their analysis of this
Directory of Research in Child Development, which listed 425 researchers, the
NSSE yearbook committee included estimates of approximately how many
researchers were working on what topics (Whipple, 1935, pp. 456–457). In
her introduction to the NANE bibliography, Mary Dabney Davis captured
this scientific tone of the nursery-school movement. The large number of new
studies, she said, was evidence of “the scientific sponsorship which has been
given the development of nursery-school education and shows the care with
which the activities of the program” were “continually being analyzed and
developed” (Davis, 1935, p. v).

Health, Physical Growth, and Motor Development

The first of the six over-arching research questions, on the effects of nursery
schools on young children’s health, physical growth, and motor development,
was the primary emphasis of the British nursery-school movement. Fresh air
circulated freely throughout the classrooms, children played outside for long
hours, and their bodies were inspected and bathed daily. This focus on health
carried over to American nursery schools, where throats were checked each
morning, children were sent home if there were signs of disease, eating a
nutritional diet was emphasized, and hand washing and other sanitary routines
took up much of the day (Beatty, 1995).

There was a great deal of child development research on health. Based
on the NRC directory, the NSSE yearbook authors estimated that 26% of
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child development researchers were working on health and disease-related
topics, and 18% on nutrition and diet (Whipple, 1929, p. 457). The yearbook’s
research chapter listed 39 studies on nutrition, including animal research on
the effects of cod liver oil, irradiated milk, and cocoa and chocolate consump-
tion in rats (Whipple, 1929, pp. 628–643). The yearbook authors noted that
though some of these studies were “highly technical,” they were also “prac-
tical.” Just as child development was “rooted in the medical and biological
sciences,” nursery education was “influenced by the physical and hygienic
requirements of the child,” and not a “mere readaptation of the scholastic con-
cepts of educational psychology to less mature age-levels” (Whipple, 1929,
pp. 461–462).

The NANE bibliography was more practical, with prescriptive recom-
mendations for nursery-school health programs and how to educate parents
about physical hygiene. There were entries on “midday meals” and on how
children’s clothing could promote better health, such as a report on a play
suit “designed for nursery school children to wear in cold and damp weather”
(Bradbury, Skeels, & Swieda, 1935, pp. 67–69, 70). The research chapter con-
tained studies on nutrition and infection, with one that found that “nursery
school children consistently contracted fewer diseases” than children who did
not attend, a topic of continuing debate today (Bradbury, Skeels, & Swieda,
1935, p. 98).

Much research in American nursery schools focused on charting patterns
of children’s physical growth and motor development. The NSSE authors
estimated that 24% of researchers were working on physical growth and listed
55 studies on motor development and 62 on physical growth, on topics like
reflexes and anthropometric statistics, including many citations from Arnold
Gesell’s classic work on physical and motor development (Whipple, 1929,
p. 457). The yearbook also contained studies on the use of tracing paper for
improving young children’s writing and on tempos in walking, running, and
skipping (Whipple, 1929, pp. 479, 484). The NANE research chapter listed
four studies on motor development, on topics like eye–hand preferences and
when children had sufficient motor control to be able to dress themselves,
an issue of obvious interest to nursery-school teachers and parents. But there
was also a study on “bi-lateral transfer in motor learning” from one side of
the body to the other (Bradbury, Skeels, & Swieda, 1935, p. 99).

Mental Development and Language

Whether and how nursery schools could enhance mental development and lan-
guage was a second main question. Much nursery-school research focused
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on developing intelligence scales for young children and on ascertaining the
effects of nursery-school attendance on children’s IQs. The Preschool Labo-
ratories of the Iowa Child Welfare Research Station were especially known for
such work, and for research which challenged prevailing notions of fixed in-
telligence. The first director, Bird Baldwin, was much involved in designing
tests, and George Stoddard, who took over when Baldwin died, developed
the famous Iowa tests and did much research on the nature of intelligence
(Cravens, 1993).

The NSSE yearbook reflected psychologists’ intense interest in issues re-
lated to mental development and intelligence testing. The yearbook commit-
tee refused to take sides in the ongoing debate over abstract thought versus
behavioral learning, but said that in research with young children the behav-
ioristic approach necessarily came more to the fore. They estimated that 20%
of psychologists in the NRC’s child development directory were working
on “mental development and behavior other than intelligence measurement
and mental hygiene,” while 9% were working on “intelligence and its mea-
surement” (Whipple, 1929, p. 457). They reviewed the history of this work:
Darwin, Preyer, Hall, James Mark Baldwin, Binet and Simon, Terman, and
others. The section on recent research was equally eclectic: Bird Baldwin
and Lorle Stecher’s 1924 Psychology of the Preschool Child; Nancy Bayley’s
performance tests, which though not yet standardized were deemed worthy
of “further experimentation;” Lois Meek’s 1925 “A study of learning and re-
tention in young children;” John Watson’s 1925 “What the nursery has to say
about instincts;” and the 1923 revision of Robert Yerkes’s scale for measuring
mental ability (Whipple, 1929, pp. 575, 576, 584, 587).

Interestingly, the NSSE yearbook also highlighted Piaget’s 1926 The Lan-
guage and Thought of the Child, which was summarized favorably under both
intellectual and language development. The Jean-Jacques Rousseau Institute
in Geneva where Piaget was working had received $15,000 in Laura Spelman
Rockefeller money in 1925 and its nursery school, the Maison des Petits, was
mentioned earlier in the volume (Hseuh, 2004, p. 30). The yearbook authors
praised Piaget’s “clinical method,” and recommended Piaget’s “two volumes
on The Development of Child Logic,” for “the fresh light which they cast
on the mental processes, and incidentally on the personality of the young
child” (Whipple, 1929, p. 459). The mention of personality may have been
a reference to a positive review in 1927 of Piaget’s work in The Psychoan-
alytic Review (Cahan, 2003). That same year, nursery-school educator Lucy
Sprague Mitchell of the Bureau of Educational Experiments had favorably
reviewed The Language and Thought of the Child in the journal Progressive
Education (Cahan, 2003). Coming at the peak of this period of early interest in



P1: ICD
0521826187c10.xml CB814B/Pillemer 0 521 82618 7 April 25, 2005 6:34

The Rise of the American Nursery School 273

Piaget’s work, the positive references in the widely circulated NSSE volume
demonstrated that some psychologists and nursery educators in the late 1920s
were well aware of the value of Piaget’s methods.

As interestingly, Piaget’s work did not appear in the sections on mental
or language development in the NANE bibliography, even though Lois Meek
was on the committee for both publications. This may have been due to the
influence of another NANE bibliography committee member John Anderson,
who was deeply critical of observational biography and survey methods
(Cahan, 2003).

The NANE bibliography included Beth Wellman’s groundbreaking 1932
analysis of 600 2- to 5-year-olds, which “indicated that attendance in
preschool, at least in the Iowa Child Welfare Research Station, was charac-
terized by an increase in intelligence quotient” (Bradbury, Skeels, & Swieda,
1935, p. 93). Wellman’s research provoked a storm of criticism from heredi-
tarians associated with Terman who believed that IQ was fixed, and attempted
to debunk Wellman’s work (Cravens, 1993).

The NANE bibliography listed other studies on the effects of nursery-
school attendance on intelligence. Florence Goodenough’s analysis of intel-
ligence scores of 28 children before and after they attended the University of
Minnesota Child Welfare Institute nursery school found almost “a zero cor-
relation” between “gain in IQ and length of attendance” (Bradbury, Skeels, &
Swieda, 1935, p. 93). In another study, Goodenough found that in 388 2- to
5-year-olds given the Binet test “there was a steady decrease in the average
intelligence of the children according to social class” as measured by their
fathers’ occupations (Bradbury, Skeels, & Swieda, 1935, p. 124). The NANE
bibliography did not include Helen Thompson Woolley’s work at the Merrill–
Palmer Institute, however, where she found that the intelligence quotients of
the nursery-school children increased rapidly compared with those on the
waiting list (Beatty, 1995, p. 153). As with Piaget’s research, this may have
been excluded because it relied heavily on case studies of individual chil-
dren. Although the determinism of Lewis Terman and his Stanford associates
initially drowned out these nursery-school-based studies, the nursery-school
environment was an incubator for the idea that intelligence was malleable and
environmentally influenced.

Unlike the NSSE yearbook, the NANE bibliography divided mental de-
velopment studies into five categories: sensory, imagination, learning and
problem solving, comprehension, and language. The five studies of sensory
development focused on form and color perception, taste, and visual and au-
ditory stimuli. Imagination was represented by one study, in which material
was presented to children on a tachistoscope (Bradbury, Skeels, & Swieda,
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1935, pp. 99–100). The 26 studies on learning and problem solving included
one that found that “changes in bodily position affect a child’s memory for the
position of objects.” Another compared 28 nursery-school children “in five
different situations arranged in duplication of Kohler’s insight experiments
with apes” (Bradbury, Skeels, & Swieda, 1935, pp. 101, 103).

Language was also the topic of considerable research. Of the 143 studies
listed in the NSSE volume under language, most are on children’s vocabulary,
such as one by the Child Study Committee of the International Kindergarten
Union, which attempted to ascertain the vocabulary of kindergarten chil-
dren before they entered first grade (Whipple, 1929, p. 503). The yearbook
included many studies on infant language, and subsections on sound produc-
tion, stages of language development, the relation of language and thought,
parts of speech, sentences, and special vocabularies, such as for color, num-
ber, time, and distance (Whipple, 1929, pp. 546–566). Piaget’s The Language
and Thought of the Child was again included, with an explanation of his
distinction between a child’s “implicit and explicit understanding,” and the
statement that children “do not understand each other until the age of 7 years”
(Whipple, 1929, p. 527). There was also a detailed explanation of Piaget’s
categories and subcategories of egocentric and socialized speech (Whipple,
1935, pp. 565–566).

The NANE bibliography contained 17 items on language. A study on re-
sponses to animal stories was listed, on which compiler Dorothy Bradbury
was the second investigator. Another, on grammatical errors in “305 records
of the spontaneous conversation of 220 children aged eighteen months to six
years, covering a total of 22,994 sentences or 99,289 running words,” demon-
strated the detail in which research on language development was conducted
in nursery schools (Bradbury, Skeels, & Swieda, 1935, p. 107).

Social and Emotional Development

Showing how nursery schools could promote social and emotional devel-
opment was a third research question. The treatment modality studied was
usually play. Focusing on children’s play, of course, predated the nursery
school; nineteenth-century infant schools and kindergartens had stressed play.
Kindergarten founder Friedrich Froebel had developed a set of intricate,
rigidly sequenced play materials and activities to enhance children’s symbolic
development, and games and songs to promote socialization and cooperation.
American kindergarten educators modified Froebel’s formal, adult-directed
curriculum of “gifts” and “occupations” to include spontaneous “free play”
(Beatty, 1995, 2000; Brosterman, 1997).
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The educational philosophy of the nursery-school movement extended this
more child-centered approach and made free play with blocks and other ma-
terials the centerpiece of the nursery-school day. The first American nursery
school, begun by Caroline Pratt in 1913, focused on the very American goal of
children’s liberation through play. Espousing a philosophy of socio-emotional
health and individual creative expression, Pratt also sought to liberate chil-
dren from what she saw as the oppression of societal strictures and the private
family (Antler, 1987; Beatty, 1995). Harriet Johnson, who directed the Bureau
of Educational Experiments’ nursery school, which opened in 1919 next door
to Pratt’s school, developed wooden unit blocks and other play materials
to maximize children’s play experiences. Her illustrated 1922 pamphlet, A
Nursery School Experiment, included long, verbatim scripts of children’s
dramatic play. A sample copy of a child’s individual daily record contained
detailed, time-sampled notations of child–adult and child–child “Social Con-
tacts” (Johnson, 1922, p. 124).

The NSSE yearbook included a summary of the contentious history of
research on emotions, and stated that the study of children’s social devel-
opment was growing (Whipple, 1929, p. 601). The authors’ analysis of the
NRC survey, however, did not show any researchers working on social devel-
opment (Whipple, 1929, p. 457). The Yearbook included studies on “laughter
in preschool children” and on the “growth of social perceptions,” and an en-
tire section on play, but in a separate chapter on child activities, not in the
research chapter (Whipple, 1929, p. 603). Written primarily by Harriet John-
son, it listed studies ranging from older work similar to G. Stanley Hall’s,
comparing the play of “civilized children” to “adult savages,” to an Iowa Sta-
tion study on developing play apparatus to promote motor control in preschool
children (Whipple, 1929, pp. 703, 704).

The NANE bibliography also had a special chapter on play and play equip-
ment, with 23 items, including Harriet Johnson’s classic 1933 The Art of Block
Building. Most dealt with blocks, apparently not inappropriately, as obser-
vational research on free play in a preschool laboratory “showed a decided
preference on the part of 4-year-old children for blocks, which were the first
choice again and again” (Bradbury, Skeels, & Swieda, p. 75).

Unlike the NSSE yearbook, the research chapter of the NANE bibliography
did have a heading on play, along with headings on emotional development
and social development, with 38 items, confirming that interest in this topic
was increasing. Under emotional development, a 1932 study by Gladys F.
Ding and Arthur T. Jersild of 59 Chinese nursery and kindergarten children
found that “laughing and smiling occurred most frequently in connection with
motor activity” (Bradbury, Skeels, & Swieda, 1935, p. 113). Other studies
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examined anger, fears, mood levels, and other indices of emotion. Under
social development there were studies of quarrels, competition, cooperation,
popularity, and reactions to strangers.

Gender differences were also emerging as a topic of child development
research. A 1930 study by Robert C. Challman on friendship, a much studied
subject, found that “children from twenty-seven to forty-five months of age
appeared to discriminate decidedly on the basis of sex” (Bradbury, Skeels,
& Swieda, 1935, p. 115). Studies by K. M. Banham Bridges in 1927 and
1929 found that 3-year-old boys “showed more singleness of purpose, and
spent longer time at their favorite occupations,” while four-year-old boys
“were more often distracted and talked more frequently than girls” (Bradbury,
Skeels, & Swieda, 1935, p. 119).

Emotional and Behavioral Problems

A fourth question focused on preventing and alleviating the problems of emo-
tionally and behaviorally troubled or otherwise “abnormal” children. Some
nursery schools, such as the Guidance Nursery School started in 1926 by
Arnold Gesell at the Yale Psycho-Guidance Clinic, and the habit clinic nursery
schools started in Boston in the 1920s by Douglas Thom, served populations
of “problem” children. Linked to clinical psychology and the mental hygiene
and child guidance campaigns, and to Watson’s popularization of Pavlovian
behaviorism, these nursery schools sought to normalize child behavior, es-
pecially that of children from poor and immigrant families, whose parents
were also thought to be problematic (Grant, 1998; Horn, 1988; Jones, 1999).
Clinic nursery schools like Gesell’s in New Haven and Thom’s in Boston
treated children referred involuntarily by social workers, but also children
from well-to-do families brought in voluntarily by worried parents. Many
other nursery schools enrolled a few children with problems and had con-
sulting psychologists and child-guidance workers on their staffs to deal with
problems as they arose (Beatty, 1995; Grant, 1998).

Like G. Stanley Hall, under whom he had done his doctoral work at Clark,
Gesell was much interested in deviance. Hall had taken a great interest in
the kindergarten movement; Gesell was much involved with nursery schools.
Hall had identified adolescence as a key time in development; Gesell declared
the primacy of the preschool period “for the simple but sufficient reason that
it comes first” (Gesell, 1923, p. 2).

Like many others in the early nursery-school movement, Gesell and Thom
were proponents of habit training, a method espoused by Watson for sub-
stituting the problematic actions of young children and their mothers with
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supposedly more adaptive, well-adjusted ones. Habit training, which enjoyed
a vogue in the 1920s, was used to treat an amazingly wide range of conditions,
from eating and feeding difficulties to personality disorders, convulsions,
psychoses, and mental retardation (Thom, 1924). Not surprisingly, this “tam-
ing” of “troublesome” children, who could create enormous difficulties for
teachers and mothers, resulted in the production of a large amount of child
development research (Jones, 1999; Grant, 1998).

The NSSE yearbook had an entire chapter devoted to habit training and
the establishing of regular nursery-school routines, with 65 studies on eating,
sleep, bladder training, and other habits. The yearbook authors’ estimated that
21% of child development researchers in the NRC directory were working on
“behavior and habit problems, personality traits and personality adjustment,
emotional balance and general mental hygiene” (Whipple, 1929, p. 457).
Work by both Watson and Gesell appeared frequently in these listings.

The NANE bibliography also listed numerous studies by Gesell, 16 in all,
more than by any other psychologist in the volume – but not one reference to
Watson, suggesting how quickly his work fell out of favor. The NANE bibli-
ography listed 72 items related to emotional and behavioral problems. Like
the NSSE yearbook, there was a chapter on “Nursery School Procedures,”
with studies on habit formation, mostly on naps and bathroom routines, and
on mental hygiene, including one on the relationship between psychiatric so-
cial workers and nursery schools (Bradbury, Skeels, & Swieda, 1935, pp. 71,
72). There were 10 items on “Personality Problems,” including studies on
adoption and on early indicators of juvenile delinquency, a topic of great so-
cial concern (Bradbury, Skeels, & Swieda, 1935, p. 73). The research chapter
had another 27 studies on habit formation, also largely on sleeping and eating
habits. For instance, “longer night sleep for the older children” was found
to be correlated with “a shorter nap” (Bradbury, Skeels, & Swieda, 1935,
p. 111). Of obvious interest to nursery-school teachers and parents, study of
children’s sleeping and eating habits would eventually become subfields of
their own.

Parent Education and Parent Involvement

A fifth research question concerned ways parent education and parent in-
volvement could improve child-rearing practices and enhance children’s de-
velopment. Promoting parent education was one of Lawrence Frank’s main
goals in directing Laura Spelman Rockefeller Memorial funds to child de-
velopment research and nursery schools. It was the central emphasis of the
Rockefeller-sponsored program started in 1922 by Edna Noble White at the
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Merrill–Palmer Institute in Detroit. White, who had studied at Deptford with
McMillan and chaired the National Council on Parent Education, thought
families needed individual counseling as well as group meetings to improve
their parenting skills (Smuts, 1980).

Because it was center for preparental and parental education nationwide,
many scientific and popular publications were published under Merrill–
Palmer’s auspices. Elizabeth Cleveland’s widely distributed 1925 child-
rearing manual, Training the Toddler, written while she was at Merrill–Palmer,
emphasized a “scientific approach” that directed mothers to establish and fol-
low invariant routines, with what Cleveland called “unrelenting regularity”
(Cleveland, 1925, 36; Watson, 1928). Helen Thompson Woolley’s research at
Merrill–Palmer showed that parent education, combined with nursery-school
attendance, could help prevent developmental retardation, personality disor-
ders, juvenile delinquency, and other problems (Beatty, 1995, pp. 153–155).

Promoting parent involvement, a less prescriptive form of parent education,
was a central theme of Abigail Eliot’s work at the Ruggles Street Nursery
School in the Roxbury section of Boston. Eliot, who had also studied with
McMillan, favored a more collaborative approach than White. Stressing the
importance of “establishing mutual confidence between school and home,”
Eliot encouraged the staff of the nursery school, which she took over in
1922, to get to know parents well and meet with them informally (Eliot,
1926, p. 187). She invited mothers to come visit the nursery school and held
integrated meetings for the school’s black and white parents, who came from
mostly lower-income backgrounds. In 1926, Eliot began the Nursery Training
Center of Boston, which eventually became the Eliot–Pearson Department of
Child Study at Tufts University (Beatty, 1995).

With the support of the Laura Spelman Rockefeller Memorial, which
funded Eliot, parent education evolved into a robust line of psychological
research on parent–child relations. The NSSE yearbook included a history of
the parent education movement, an extensive survey of parent education pro-
grams, and a section on “Experiments in Preparental Training” with teenagers,
which often used nursery schools “as laboratories” (Whipple, 1929, p. 355).
Studying parent education was listed as a motivation for researchers in the sec-
tion on emotional and social development, which included a study in progress
on “Parent–child relationship as a factor in nursery school adjustment,” with
a test of reactions to strangers (Whipple, 1929, pp. 600, 612–613).

The NANE bibliography listed 19 items under “Parent Education,” in-
cluding studies of parent education programs in many cities and states, and
in “nursery schools of negro colleges” (Bradbury, Skeels, & Swieda, 1935,
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p. 81). It also listed the NSSE yearbook, along with publications by the Na-
tional Congress of Parents and Teachers, the forerunner of the P.T.A. Parent
education, too, would become a huge, and hugely profitable, field.

Combining Marriage, Career Interests, and Motherhood

The question of whether nursery schools could help women combine mar-
riage, career interests, and motherhood without adversely affecting their chil-
dren’s development was a sixth line of research. Given the traditional view
that it was harmful for young children to be cared for outside of the home,
it was imperative that nursery educators and psychologists prove that being
away from home for a limited period of time while attending nursery school
was good for young children. All research on how nursery schools enhanced
young children’s physical, mental, social, and emotional development thus
obliquely addressed this general issue.

Nursery-school educators and researchers were divided about how much
time young children should spend out of the home. Most early nursery schools
had sessions that were longer than three hours, often the length of a school
day (Beatty, 1995, p. 159). Although not many middle-class mothers were in
the job market before World War II, many were involved in volunteering and
other career-type activities and personal interests. Many mothers from lower-
class backgrounds did work outside of the home, and some put their children
in day nurseries, which were criticized as unhealthy environments for young
children. Most nursery educators sought to distance the nursery school from
day nurseries, but the Depression-era federal Emergency Nursery Schools,
most of which operated for the length of full school day, pushed child-care
issues to the fore (Beatty, 2001; Cahan, 1989; Michel, 1999; Rose, 1999).

The career dilemmas of the growing number of women psychologists also
highlighted the issue of child care. Since it dealt with young children, a tradi-
tionally female concern, nursery-school and child development research cir-
cumvented conventions that discouraged even married women from middle-
and upper-class backgrounds from working for pay or having full-time
careers. In 1924, Laura Spelman Rockefeller Memorial fellowships and schol-
arships for child study and parent education research began being awarded,
mostly to women (Cahan, 1991, p. 240). The NSSE yearbook research chap-
ter, which was based on earlier publications, contained mostly studies by
relatively well-known male psychologists, with a sprinkling of well-known
women. By contrast, by 1935, most of the studies listed in the NANE
bibliography were by women. In the NANE research chapter, 180 out of
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233 studies, or 77%, clearly had female authors, most listed as first authors,
and there may have been more as some were cited with initials only. Nurs-
ery schools thus provided both a locus and focus of research for female
psychologists.

The obstacles psychologist Ethel Puffer Howes met in her career led di-
rectly to nursery-school research on how women could coordinate their pro-
fessional and personal interests with their child rearing. Howes, who had com-
pleted doctoral work in Harvard’s new Psychology Department in 1898 where
she taught as an assistant but was not listed in the catalog, was not awarded
her degree until 1902, by Radcliffe, because Harvard would not confer
a doctorate upon a woman (Cahan, 1991; Scarborough and Furumoto, 1987).
These difficulties, which worsened after she married, led Howes, with sup-
port from the Laura Spelman Rockefeller Memorial, to start the Institute for
the Coordination of Women’s Interests, at Smith College in 1926. The In-
stitute included a home-food-supply experiment, a home-assistants service,
and a cooperative nursery school, which was open for a full school day. Like
other cooperatives, the Northhampton Cooperative Nursery School served
as a form of child care, but also required mothers to be involved in vari-
ous aspects of the program, including spending time assisting in the class-
room (Hewes, 1998). The mothers involved whom Howes surveyed all said
that they found it and Howes’ other projects enormously helpful in main-
taining or regaining their professional and personal interests (Beatty, 1995,
p. 164). Although the Institute for the Coordination of Women’s Interests was
short-lived, Howes’ studies were precursors of modern research on the effects
of maternal employment, child care, and other family support variables on
children’s development.

NSSE yearbook chair Lois Meek, who had worked for the American Asso-
ciation of University Women, was also very concerned about child care. The
yearbook, which included sections on the history of the day nursery move-
ment and on different types of day nurseries, emphasized that criticisms of
day nurseries were not supported by research. Low quality of care was the
problem, not day nurseries per se. There was “conclusive evidence,” year-
book authors stated, that these criticisms were “not valid when applied to
the inherent nature of the day nursery, but only valid when applied to the
quality of its service” (Whipple, 1929, p. 94). But day nurseries and nursery
schools were intrinsically different. A day nursery was for relief purposes, to
help needy families, and could never be “a true nursery school.” A nursery
school was an educational institution, with “a definite educational goal,” fo-
cused on the developmental needs of the child (Whipple, 1929, p. 104). The
Yearbook then outlined health and education standards for day nurseries and
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listed research on model day nurseries in Philadelphia (Michel, 1999; Rose,
1999; Whipple, 1929, p. 106).

Like the NSSE yearbook, the NANE bibliography emphasized the distinc-
tion between day nurseries and nursery schools. But by the 1930s, this clar-
ification was becoming less necessary as nursery schools were increasingly
promoted as half-day programs, a change that would have long-lasting con-
sequences for mothers and children. Iowa Station director George Stoddard
was an especially strong advocate of half-day rather than full-day programs
(Beatty, 1995, pp. 159–160). The NANE bibliography listed studies on co-
operative nursery schools, including Howes’ work, and on other types of
nursery schools and day nurseries that enrolled children of working mothers,
including nursery schools in France, Russia, and other countries that were
beginning to provide more forms of child care (Michel, 1999). There was
even a national feasibility study of costs, by Stoddard, a staunch proponent of
universalizing nursery education (Bradbury, Skeels, & Swieda, 1935, p. 62).

Conclusion

Nursery schools and child development research in the 1920s and 1930s
were symbiotic, pluralistic, eclectic movements. Many nursery schools were
sites of practical work and research on most, if not all of these questions
about young children’s physical, motor, mental, social, and emotional devel-
opment, and on troubled children and parent education. Defining women’s
roles as mothers and how much time children should spend outside of the
home was a pervasive, underlying theme. Children’s, parents’, and teach-
ers’ immediate needs shaped this research, as did larger societal concerns.
As Sheldon White argues, developmental psychology came into existence
in a “world of designed institutions,” like nursery schools, and had inter-
twined internal and external, theoretical and practical agendas (White, 2003,
p. 206).

Drawing from many sources, nursery-school educators and psychologists
derived ideas from their ongoing interactions with each other and with children
and mothers. Traces of Watson and Thorndike were mixed with hints of Freud
and Piaget, and other emerging psychological strains. G. Stanley Hall’s ge-
netic psychology and Gesell’s maturationism pervaded most of these efforts;
interest in intelligence testing abounded. It was all very fluid, syncretic, and
pragmatic, with awareness of differing schools of thought and methodologies
but a desire to blend and meld them. This was the “primordial ooze” from
which developmental psychology arose (White, 1999).
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Despite this interactivity, relationships among the participants were not
equal. This was a complex hierarchy, with many rungs. University-trained
psychologists had the upper hand. Nursery-school directors and parent ed-
ucators, then teachers, then parents, and children followed. In addition to
intrinsic and intellectual satisfactions and other personal benefits, each group
had things to gain from this uneasy alliance.

Psychologists got financial support and subjects for their research, and a
larger terrain for the study of child development within academia. Nursery-
school directors were attracted to the intellectual and professional prestige
associated with science, and by the credibility and usefulness of scientific ex-
pertise in their work with parents and children. Nursery-school teachers were
attracted by the attention of academics to what went on inside their classrooms,
by the promise of better understanding of the children they taught, and by
the hope that this knowledge would translate into more effective classroom
techniques. Parents who shared these values hoped to gain useful advice about
child rearing, and how to deal with difficult children.

What the children got out of all this, of course, is much harder to ascertain.
They clearly got more attention from more adults, which was probably both
annoying and satisfying. They got asked lots of questions and were constantly
tested and observed. They got to attend preschool programs in specially de-
signed environments, with attractive new play equipment, and activities that
were intended to be socially, emotionally, artistically, and mentally stimu-
lating. But some nursery-school-based research promulgated practices that
were restricting, and could have had harmful as well as helpful consequences
for children and parents. Habit training, for instance, was very rigid, and the
obsessive focus on establishing and maintaining regular daily routines, and
added attention paid to the smallest details of child and family life could have
been a source of anxiety for mothers (Grant, 1999).

Between 1929 and 1935, the years when the NSSE yearbook and NANE
bibliography were published, descriptions of nursery schools and child de-
velopment research became more positive. As Beth Wellman from the Iowa
Station wrote in 1929 the “problem of the preschool laboratory” was “the
determination of laws and principles of development that will aid in a
better understanding of children in general” (Bradbury, Skeels, & Swieda,
1935, p. 21). By 1935, one senses that many would have agreed with NANE
president Mary Dabney Davis that the nursery-school and child development
movements had gained real “momentum,” and that solutions to this problem
were well underway (Davis, 1935, p. v).

This affirmative answer to questions about the effects of nursery schools on
young children may have been as much a foregone conclusion as an empirical
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finding. Nursery educators and psychologists doing nursery-school-related
research were committed to the cause of helping young children. Many of
these investigations were designed to produce information that could be put to
immediate use. When the finding that naptime was inversely correlated with
nighttime sleep was published in Child Development in 1932, some nursery
schools may have begun shortening the 4-year-olds’ naps. However, not all
nursery-school directors read Child Development, and nursery schools’ and
parents’ views on sleep did not always coincide (Bradbury, Skeels, & Swieda,
1935, p. 111). It is hard to know whether and how some of this was actually
used.

Many American parents and the public at large appear to have been less
convinced. Despite the growth in the number of nursery schools, overall at-
tendance remained relatively low. By 1932 there may have been 500 nursery
schools nationwide, enrolling between 10,000 and 15,000 children out of a to-
tal preschool population of about 16 million (Tank, 1980, p. 294). Preschool
education did not really catch on until working mothers entered the labor
market in large numbers after the war (Michel, 1999; Rose, 1999; Takanishi,
1977; Tank, 1980). African Americans and other parents from minority and
lower-income backgrounds were the most resistant. Some refused to put their
children into nursery schools, even when offered publicly supported pro-
grams, and actively dismissed or ignored “modern,” scientific advice (Beatty,
1995; Grant, 1998; Michel, 1999; Rose, 1999). With some exceptions, this
was a movement by and for elites, which was not fully accepted by the “others”
whom it sometimes attempted to study and serve.

From the perspective of gaining knowledge about child development, at
least that of middle- and upper-income children, the nursery-school move-
ment was a huge success. As the NSSE yearbook, NANE bibliography, and
other publications document, phalanxes of psychologists and nursery educa-
tors collected masses of data and published multitudes of studies, and in the
process, came away with more questions and topics for research.

After the 1920s, as Laura Spelman Rockefeller Memorial funding dried
up, some developmental psychologists retreated into academia, away from the
messy, intractable problems of children, schools, and families. But pressing
human questions and needs continued to tug at the profession. In the 1960s,
when the War on Poverty refocused interest on preschool education and pro-
vided funding for programs and research, developmental psychologists were
in the forefront of the campaign. Under closer, more sophisticated scrutiny, the
whiff of advocacy that had hung over earlier nursery-school-based research
raised larger doubts. Project Head Start and its offspring helped support new
studies on how to maximize child health and development and brought large
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numbers of new psychologists back into explicitly useful research. Some had
never left, understanding that developmental psychology was inextricably
linked to questions about social policy and the design of social programs for
children and families.
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11 Actualizing Potentials

Learning through Psychology’s
Recurrent Crises

Michael Cole and Jaan Valsiner

It was presumably the philosopher George Santayana who commented that
those who do not know the past are doomed to repeat it. Yet study of the history
of psychology has rarely, if ever, been used as a tool by social scientists to help
them avoid the pitfalls of the past. Instead, social scientists use the study of
the history of the discipline as a tool to plan and organize their work. Sheldon
(Shep) White represents a distinctly different model of how to view the history
and practice of psychology. In the 1970s, Shep began writing articles on the
history of psychology that were pointedly designed to be used by the current
practitioners of the discipline to help them to reflect upon their own practices
(White, 1976, 1978; Cahan & White, 1992).

The Nature of Knowledge in Science: From Crises to Potentials

Contrary to the fast-paced reporting of science to the lay public – by journalists
and scientists – scientific knowledge grows slowly and is subject to various
periods of stagnation and even regression. Both evolution and involution in
scientific thinking are linked with social events (Danziger, 1990). Usually
such periods are filled with the tension created between the avalanche of new
ideas (in new contexts) and the rigidities of the previous habits of thought.
This tension may emerge along a multitude of parameters – between theory
and (social) practice; ways of knowing and religious dogmas (remembering
Galileo’s troubles about moving celestial objects at his time and arguments
about stem cell research in our own); generality and fragmentation within a
discipline; and the “stress of interdisciplinarity” – a discipline resisting the
incoming streams of ideas from other disciplines. All of these situations can
be described as “crises.”

It seems that psychology is a discipline where the creation of crises is a
regular pastime. In his essay The Historical Sense of the Psychology’s Crisis

288
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(1926/1982), Vygotsky criticized the fractionation of psychology into many,
seemingly incommensurate, enterprises, each of which is ruled by a central
phenomenon, its initial discovery, and its associated conceptual apparatus.
These initial ideas are extended to adjacent phenomena and somewhat gener-
alized – salivary reflexes to leg flexion in Pavlov’s case or well-formed figures
to problem solving in the case of Gestalt Psychology, for example. Then the
phenomenon is generalized far beyond its initial field of application to be-
come an all-encompassing world view, applicable to all of psychology and
perhaps all of science. A second way of creating a world view is to start from
ideological positioning – that of “slogan marxist” or “slogan free market”
claims.

Vygotsky’s voice was part of a wider dialogue about the nature (and the
future) of psychology in the 1920s. In parallel with Vygotsky, Karl Bühler,
in his Viennese environment, developed a similar critique of the psychology
of the 1920s. His treatment of the state of psychology – in his book Die Krise
der Psychologie (Bühler, 1927/1978) – concentrated on similar themes: a
rigid focus on study of behavior was ignoring the essential meaningfulness
of human psychological phenomena. Applied psychology of the time was
equally problematic – psychological ideas were taken and over-generalized
to contemporary social issues. The result was the dominance of rigid ideas –
seemingly useful in practice, high in social appeal (e.g., consider the notion
of intelligence), yet unproductive for making sense of human psychological
realities.

The problem – conceptual crisis in psychology, as its role in a society pro-
liferates – is crucial in our day as much as it was in the 1920s. How do scientific
ideas lose their usefulness? They become generalized and mapped onto the
ideological discourses of the given society at the given time. For example,
the dialectical philosophy of Hegel was part of the German Naturphilosophie
trend in the 19th century and produced valuable thought models that still re-
main underdeveloped in the sciences of the 21st century. Yet, when Hegel’s
dialectics was superimposed onto Marxist ideology in the Soviet Union in
the second half of the 1920s, it became a vehicle for ideological rigidity
(Valsiner, 1988). In a way, an open-thought model (as dialectics is supposed
to be) was turned into its opposite and made to defend the fixed rigidity of
the Soviet Marxist political system. Similar phenomena can be found in our
time – the axiomatic acceptance of the individualist/collectivist opposition in
cross-cultural psychology has rigidified a reasonable conceptual tool. Despite
analyses that point to the unity of individualism and collectivism in any so-
ciety or person (Sinha & Tripathi, 2001), the classification of societies, as if
those were either “collectivist” or “individualist,” is rampant in psychology.
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From Conceptual Tools to Rigid “-isms”

Having become a world view, a basic scientific idea begins to meet fierce
resistance as its social-ideological implications become clear and its moor-
ings to the phenomena that generated it eventually fade from the scene –
perhaps to be resurrected under another name in another era, as Shep has
suggested. Thus, in contemporary psychology, the -ism-perspectives (cogni-
tivism, behaviorism, interactionism, etc.) have become ideological frames –
akin to party slogans – that are traded in psychologists’ professional dis-
course in terms of their positioning, rather than used to create new knowledge.
Psychology suffers from fascination with some curious kind of “-ismofilia”
that leads to unproductive fights – cognitivists fight behaviorists, socio-
culturalists fight cognitivists, etc. Most of the basic problems of science re-
main unsolved in the shadow of such fights.

Episodic Openings in the History of Science

At the same time that rigidification of ideas goes on in some countries, periods
of social turmoil in others may lead to openness of thinking by social scientists,
giving rise to new ideas. One can look at the history of ideas in psychology
as being a nonmonotonic, episodic progression through “bursts of creativity”
interspersed with periods of “ideological appropriation” of scientific ideas
and their fixation. Thus, the social sciences in the United States developed
in a “creative burst” in the 1890s – under the social stress of immigration,
urbanization, and industrialization (see Valsiner & van der Veer, 2000). It is
thanks to the turmoils of that decade that social sciences can appreciate the
creative thought of James Mark Baldwin, John Dewey, George Herbert Mead,
and others. That period was followed by the set of constraints (labeled “the
progressive era”) that turned U.S. psychologists away from their creative
searches to follow Watson’s quasi-religious creed (see Watson, 1913). In
Russia and Germany in the 1920s – following the revolutions of 1917 and
1918 – the extremely uncertain economic and social conditions led to the
flourishing of ideas in the sciences. In Russia, aside from the well-known
heritage of Lev Vygotsky and Mikhail Bakhtin, there were many others –
Mikhail Basov, Nadezhda Ladygina-Kohts, and Alexei Severtsov to name a
few – who introduced true innovation in their areas of study (Valsiner, 1988).
The German context was burgeoning with creative ideas in the middle of the
hyperinflationary reality of the Weimar Republic. In psychology we know of
the advances in Gestalt- and Ganzheitspsychologie (Ash, 1995; Diriwaechter,
2003), but aside from that it was the German natural sciences that were taking
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a great leap forward. All that ended in the 1930s by the “fixation” of both
societies. The new “intellectual immigration” stress in the 1930s and 1940s
in the United States and Mexico – due to the exodus of scientists and artists
from Germany and Spain (see Tashjian, 1995) – led to a burst of creativity
in the academic and artistic worlds of New York and Mexico City – despite
the economic hardship left over from the Great Depression (Andrade, 1990;
Pierre, 1990). The story continues close to our time – the euphoria of the fall
of the Franco regime gave an impetus to the growth of socio-cultural research
in Spain in the 1980s (e.g., Del Rio, Alvarez, & Wertsch, 1994).

How would our contemporary state of affairs in psychology fare in this
discussion of historical fertility periods? Probably not so well, if we look at
the re-surfacing of old ideas as clichés close to common sense. For exam-
ple, the “nature” versus “nurture” relation depicted as “controversy” seems
to recur anew in many ways – often under the aegis of new technological
breakthroughs such as those currently taking place in molecular genetics and
evolutionary biology. It tells us a story about the ambiguous role of tech-
nological changes in contrast to the primacy of social change. When the
technology is new – but the ideas remain old – no breakthroughs can follow.
Consider what we easily – under the wave of journalistic fascination in the
popular press – consider as “breakthroughs” in human genome science. We
are told that full description of the human genome opens vast horizons for
science – and are then led to see how some old questions (e.g., “Is there a gene
for schizophrenia? Or for intelligence?”) are being asked, as if our science
has not moved ahead from the times of phrenology. An even better parallel
with phrenology is the use of fMRI high technology to answer scientifically
trivial questions (such as – “Is brain area X bigger in size when homosexu-
als are compared with the norm?”). Such questions have been theoretically
ruled out from serious science decades ago – but come back in research prac-
tice when technology is modified without the corresponding innovation in
ideas.

However, when new ideas emerge in a given science and lead to the de-
velopment of new technologies, the new technologies can help to streamline
further growth of ideas. For example, there is no novelty guaranteed by the
invention of new computers – if these computers are set up for playing games
by consumers or for making the internet users open to new advertisements. In
contrast, if new computers lead to the possibilities of creating new programs
that solve problems previously insoluble, then we can see the role of new
technology feeding forward into breakthroughs in science.

New technology at times means elimination of the discipline’s original
ideas all together. It may be a part of language-purification games that
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social sciences at times play. It is a curious phenomenon in psychology that
psychologists are eager to participate in the elimination of their own domain
of expertise through accepting technological “cargo” from other sciences as
if that can solve their own problems. So “behaviorists” have outlawed men-
tal terminology, “cognitivists” look askance at “behaviorists,” and “socio-
culturalists” consider both “behaviorists” and “cognitivists” to be missing the
point because of their terminology. Statistical technology has led to the use
of terms like “effect” or “interaction” in ways that are far from any link with
psychological reality. Ever since the “official” beginning of psychology as
a separate discipline (i.e., the standard reference to the Leipzig laboratory
established in 1879) the history of psychology has been filled by all kinds
of efforts to reduce psychological phenomena “downward” (to elementary
physiological processes) or “upward” (to complex social creations – myths,
texts, etc.). It is in the effort to cope with such reductions that Shep White’s
contributions are central to our thinking.

Sheldon White’s Historical Program

Shep White has consistently raised concerns that psychology’s phobia about
its own history may indicate a wider problem – with wider consequences. In
“Psychology in all sorts of places” (White, 1978) Shep returns to the themes of
his earlier articles, this time in the framework of George Miller’s well-known
call to “give psychology away.” Shep begins by talking about the mythical
dreamscape of psychology’s past that the whole notion of giving psychology
away presupposes, foreshadowing the arguments in “Proposals for a second
psychology” (Cahan & White, 1992).

Having himself been drawn into the vortex of psychology “given away” to
Washington policymakers, Shep offers the idea of a “three zone” social struc-
turing of psychological research: A “core” of basic research that produces
knowledge about such topics as learning, motivation, individual differences,
perception, etc., a “middle layer” of “bridging disciplines” such as educa-
tional psychology that translate basic knowledge into methods of applying
that knowledge in scientific ways, and finally, the practitioners (teachers,
policymakers, etc.) who would use the rendered-usable knowledge in a pro-
fessional matter.

Having proposed such a “basic to applied” sequence, Shep then, character-
istically, deconstructs it by examining the many ways in which psychologists
are creatures of their own society; the “giving” runs in more than one direction
and a good deal of what is given is less “pure science” than symbols, myths,
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and categories that are used by society as tools of its own regeneration. He
ends by asking whether

it is possible that a psychology composed of debatable, corrigible
myths might be empirical and progressive through gradual, evolutionary
processes of trading in conjectures and refutations. . . . But, of course,
this scientific process and its relationship to everyday activities would
be badly misunderstood if one looked at it through a lens made by the
mythic form of the natural sciences. (White, 1978, p. 129)

All of which sets the stage for elaborating on the notion of a “second
psychology” that takes everyday practices of people as its starting point, a
psychology that is no less basic or theoretical than the mythical “first psy-
chology” modeled on the natural sciences that continues to dominate our
profession.

Generality of Practice: How Can Science Deal with Everyday Life?

By developing a paper on this foundation, we seek to further Shep’s project
by providing additional evidence for the importance of a second psychology
constructed along the lines he suggested. It would be a psychological science
that

1. is both basic and applied – yet in ways that enrich our everyday life
practices;

2. discounts the notion that “individual” and “society” constitute a le-
gitimate dichotomy – and reconnect them as parts of the functioning
whole;

3. takes culture and its variations to be no less central to human nature
than phylogeny; and

4. seeks to replace the sectarian and ethnocentric claims of one or an-
other “national” psychology by an international effort to understand
and appreciate human diversity and its maintenance as a precondi-
tion not only for greater scientific understanding but for the survival
of the human species.

Undoubtedly putting this plan into practice would entail a major change in
the ways psychology is construed today. It is a general psychology that begins
from centrality of culture and lives up to Kurt Lewin’s saying that there is
nothing more practical than a good theory.
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In fact such a culture-centered psychology of human living has the gen-
erality of basic science and – because of such generality – applicability in
many different social contexts. Two crucial, interconnected issues emerge
from this discussion – first that of generalizing our knowledge from one set-
ting to another and second that of applying generalized knowledge to specific
settings.

Generalizing Knowledge

Forty years ago psychologists were captivated by the vision of a set of uni-
versal laws true of all humans (and animals!) regardless of time or context.
Ignoring Dewey’s sage advice against “either-or” thinking, contemporary
social sciences have – again with remarkable historical short-sightedness –
tended to turn the important recognition of context-specificity of human psy-
chological phenomena into a total denial of general knowledge. The result
threatens us with a new form of empiricism – contextual, qualitative, and
situated, which is an equally blind mirror image of its older (now disparaged
as “positivist”) empiricism in its attempts to generate genuinely new and use-
ful knowledge. The search for general principles remains the objective of
science – and Shep’s vision of a cultural-historical psychology is in this sense
as basic and universal as is the theory of evolution (see LCHC, 1983, and
Valsiner, 2000, for expanded discussions of this issue).

Generalizing Knowledge to Specific New Settings

General principles are not “put into practice” in their abstract forms but are
translated into actions through intermediate theoretical and methodological
conceptual tools as part of a program of systematic inquiry. This is the much
misunderstood (and often abused) process that Marx referred to as “rising to
the concrete.” In modern terms, we can characterize it as the translation of ab-
stract knowledge into concrete application contexts. Such translation requires
a systematic linking of theory and method; a methodology is more than an
opportunistic collection of methods (Branco & Valsiner, 1997). A “vertically
consistent” conceptual system – where metatheoretical, theoretical, and phe-
nomenological features of a research project are coordinated with methods
and data – can lead to new knowledge. It is in that context that new -isms re-
main inherently (potentially) productive for our knowledge construction. The
challenge is to realize that potential without falling into the traps so clearly
evident in our history.
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Actualizing Potentials: Proximal Advancement of the Notion
of Zone of Proximal Development

In the spirit of contributing to this goal, we attempt to return to an idea both of
us have covered extensively – the notion of zone of proximal development.1

The general idea of potential for development arose from the recognition of
the crisis state in psychology in the late 1920s and became crystallized in
the concept of zone of proximal development in Vygotsky’s last year of life.
Since then, the notion has become widely popular. Certainly, since it came
into common parlance following publication of a set of edited essays in Mind
and Society, there can be little doubt that it has been used far beyond the
phenomena that generated it and that it has become part of at least one world
view. (A brief detour to look up “zone of proximal development” on the World
Wide Web turned up 9,170 publications in 0.22 seconds.)

This evidence indicates consistent interest in the issue of movement from
the past toward the future. This is a healthy interest because as long as psy-
chology concentrates only on what already exists, it cannot deal with that side
of human mentality that does not yet exist. Developmental focus on the synthe-
sis of the remembered past and imagined future is essential if developmental
science is interested in the actualization of potentialities (Cole, 1992, 1995;
Josephs, 1998).

Van der Veer and Valsiner (1991, chapter 13; Valsiner & van der Veer,
1993) argued that the development of the concept of a zone of proximal de-
velopment was motivated by specific practical needs (to organize instruction
for an enormously diverse population with only highly-suspect IQ tests as a
ready-to-hand tool when more adequate testing instruments seemed an ob-
vious necessity). The idea of a zone of proximal development drew upon a
variety of ideas present in (but not restricted to) European psychology over
the preceding several decades including

� the “general law of cultural development” (Pierre Janet) – emergence
of higher psychological functions of a person through transaction
with the social world;

� the idea of imitation as developed by Baldwin (“persistent imita-
tion”) that provides the future-oriented, feed-forward mechanism of
developmental change central to development;

1 Vygotsky defined a zone of proximal development as “the distance between
the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solv-
ing and the level of potential development as determined through problem
solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers”
(1978, p. 86).
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� the centrality of the application of psychological research as the
strictest test of theory and surest way to avoid sterile scientific
disputes; and

� the need to study behavior over time – both in its external form and
its emerging meanings.

All these are basic principles of developmental science – yet the adoption
of Vygotsky’s idea of a zone of proximal development in the psychology of
the 1980s did not focus on developmental processes. Instead, frustrated by
Piaget’s emphasis on the need for development to precede learning, which
restricted the possible role of the teacher, the zone of proximal development
was linked with an educational ideology of restoring the role of benevolent
educator in the increasingly fragile social systems of schools.2 Then, in a
manner predictable by the history of psychology, it was generalized beyond
recognizable bounds.

However, we wish to argue that such a gloomy past does not determine a
gloomy future. There are a variety of means open to psychologists to recon-
struct both the history of the concept and its current applications to show where
it may ( potentially!) realize potentials overlooked in the rush to generalize
and totalize to suit the psychological research community.

Remediating Failures of Reading Acquisition

We have chosen two examples of ways to recapture the needed specificity
and applicability of a widely over-extended concept by summarizing research
with children who have manifested unusual difficulty learning how to read
(see Cole, 1996, chapter 9, and Maciel, Branco, & Valsiner, 2004, for fuller
treatments). The problem is important practically because at present a great
many children of normal intelligence fail to acquire reading skills deemed
adequate for productive participation in modern societies (Miller, 1988). It
is of importance theoretically because in spite of an enormous amount of

2 For some unspecified reason the “more knowledgeable other” – teacher or
peer – has been presented as if his/her only motivation is to help the learner
to reach the next step in the educational achievement. The possibility that the
“other” is a strategic actor who – aside from helping – may also try to under-
mine the development of the learner has been completely overlooked. Yet a
tired and underpaid teacher in a classroom – terrified by the bureaucratic sys-
tem of the school and unhappy in his/her personal life – may not be the epit-
ome of educational benevolence in the teaching/learning process (Litowitz,
1997).
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research (Snow et al., 1998) there remain serious disagreements about the
process of reading acquisition and the most effective means for promoting it.

Although differing greatly in their particulars, the following examples
(which were carried out independently of each other) each seek to create
conditions for learning and teaching which are atypical in ways that fit with our
project of “recovering” the concept of zone of proximal development. Each
assumes that teaching and learning should be interpreted and implemented
as a reciprocal, two way process captured by the Russian term, obuchenie,
which we will render as teaching/learning. This process is assumed to be
bidirectional: not only the student, but also the teacher, are assumed to undergo
change as a result of the activities we organized. To enable such mutual
change, the power relations between teachers and learners usually present
in classrooms were also modified, creating what Maciel et al. (2004) refer
to as the “cocreation of mutual trust.” Finally, the researchers video- and
audio-taped the interactions they were analyzing in order to be able to study
interactions at both a microgenetic and ontogenetic level, thereby allowing
direct observation of the processes of change.

Example 1: A Small Group Remedial Reading Activity. In the early 1980s
Cole and his colleagues developed an approach to the teaching/learning of
reading that can be distinguished from dominant approaches in the field by
its simultaneous emphasis on three inter-related points3:

1. Reading instruction must emphasize both decoding and compre-
hension in a single, integrated activity (an assumption that can be
interpreted in terms of the idea that reading requires the coordination
of “bottom-up” (feature – > letter – > word – > phrase – >. . . . ) and
“top-down” processes.

2. Under ordinary circumstances, both adults and children play an es-
sential role in coordinating the top-down and bottom-up processes
that are necessary for development of reading.

3. Successful adult efforts depend crucially on their organizing a
“cultural medium for reading” that constitutes a zone of proximal
development, which, in Cazden’s (1981) apt phrase, makes possible
the acquisition of performance before competence. That is, the ac-
tivity must engage the children in the full act of reading before they
can read independently.

3 The lead in this work was taken by Peg Griffin. For a description of proce-
dural details and the larger project of which it was a part see LCHC, 1982,
and King, Diaz, Griffin, & Cole, 2000).
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Child world(n)

Text

Child

World (child text)

World (n)

Child world n + 1

Figure 11.1. A dynamic representation of mediated action in which the child’s
understanding of the world at time t must be coordinated with the changes
wrought by mediation of understanding through a text to arrive at a new
understanding at time t + 1.

To see how this approach draws upon both generalized scientific knowl-
edge and situated knowledge that is cocreated by the participants, Cole and
his colleagues began by modifying slightly the common sense definition of
reading as the process of decoding and interpreting text. Reading, in their
theoretical framework was defined as the process of expanding the ability to
mediate one’s interactions with the environment by interpreting print. There
are two significant aspects of this definition. First, learning to read and pro-
ficient reading are both subsumed in the same definition. What one learns
to do is expand; what one does, having learned, is to continue expanding
(see Engeström, 1987, for a general discussion of “learning by expanding”).
Second, there is no dichotomy between decoding and comprehension, since
comprehension is understood as the process of mediating one’s interactions
with the environment, including text processing (interpreting letter groups)
as a condition.

Figure 11.1, which is a modified version of the classical Vygotskian me-
diational triangle, reminds us that reading, in the broadest sense, requires the
coordination of information from “two routes” (“mediated” and “direct”) that
never completely coincide. Any reader must “see” the world as a mediated
fashion, refracted through a text; but in order to do so, the reader’s more direct
access to the world, topicalized by the text, must be simultaneously engaged.
Even among skilled readers, the act of coordinating the two routes may re-
quire adjustments in the representation of the “worlds” arrived at by either
route singly in order to permit a new representation (expanded understanding)
to emerge.
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Adult

AdultChild ChildWorld World World

A

Text Text
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Figure 11.2. The to-be-coordinated systems of mediation that exist when a
novice begins to learn to read from a literate adult. (A) The child can already
mediate interactions with the world via an adult. (B) The adult can mediate
interactions with the world via text. (C) The child–text–world system is the
goal of instruction.

The slight discoordination depicted in Figure 11.1 acknowledges the tem-
porality of mediation and the constant need at reconciling different sources
of information. With this minimal structural apparatus in hand, we can now
turn to the crucial question: Assuming that children do not begin instruction
already able to read, that is expand their ability to comprehend by reading
alphabetic text, how can we arrange for them to develop this ability?

Note that in attempting to answer this question, we will simultaneously be
tackling the classic developmental question of how it is possible to acquire a
more powerful cognitive structure unless, in some sense, it is already present
to begin with. This question, called the “paradox of development” by Fodor
(1983) and the “learning paradox” by Bereiter (1985), calls into doubt any
developmental account of reading that fails to specify the preexisting con-
straints that make development possible. Bringing the endpoint “forward” to
the beginning is no less relevant in developing the ability to read than in any
other developmental process.

To solve these problems, we must begin by showing in what sense the
endpoint of development, the ability to mediate one’s comprehension of the
world through print, could in principle be shown to be present in embryonic
form at the outset of instruction.

Figure 11.2 displays in graphic form the fact that at the beginning of
instruction there are two preexisting mediational systems that can be used as
resources for creating the necessary initial structural constraints to permit the
development of independent reading in the child. At the far left of the figure,
we represent the common sense fact that children enter reading instruction
with years of experience mediating their interactions through the world via
adults. In the center of the figure, we represent the equally common sense fact
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Figure 11.3. The juxtaposition of already-existing and to-be-formed systems
of mediation that have to be coordinated. (A) The juxtaposition of the to-be-
formed system involving child and text with the already-existing system of
child and adult. (B) The addition of the already existing adult–text system
needed to induce formation of the to-be-formed child–text–world system.

that literate adults routinely mediate their interactions through text. Finally,
on the far right of the figure, we illustrate the to-be-developed system of
mediation.

Figure 11.3 shows the next stage in the analytical/instructional strategy:
The given and to-be-developed systems of child mediations are juxtaposed and
the given adult system is then superimposed, to reveal the skeletal structure
of an “interpsychological” system of mediation that, indirectly, establishes
a dual system of mediation for the child. If properly coordinated in joint
activity, this dual system permits the coordination of text-based and prior-
world-knowledge-based information of the kind involved in the whole act of
reading.

Creating the Medium: Question–Asking–Reading. The instructional/
developmental task is now better specified: We must somehow create a sys-
tem of interpersonal interaction such that the combined child–adult system at
the right of Figure 11.3 can coordinate the child’s act of reading before the
child can accomplish this activity for him/herself. The core elements of the
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procedure is a scripted set of actions and a set of roles (each corresponding to
a different hypothetical part of the whole act of reading) and each printed on
3′′ × 5′′ index cards. Every participant is responsible for fulfilling at least one
role in the full activity of Question–Asking–Reading. These cards specify the
following roles:

� The person who asks about words that are hard to say.
� The person who asks about words that are hard to understand.
� The person who asks a question about the main idea.
� The person who picks the person to answer questions asked by others.
� The person who asks about what is going to happen next.

The children chosen to participate in this study were elementary school chil-
dren selected by their teachers, who identified them as having unusual diffi-
culty learning to read that they (the teachers) were unable to deal with.

All participants including the instructor had a copy of the text to read, paper
and pencil to jot down words, phrases, or notes (in order to answer questions
implicit in the roles), and their card to remind them of their role. In order to
move from the scripted actions and roles to an appropriate teaching/learning
activity, the procedural script was embedded in a more complex, game-like
social structure designed to make salient both the short-term and long-term
goals of reading and to provide a means of coordinating these activities with
the script. It is in this embedding process that we make the transition from
a focus on the structural model of reading depicted in Figures 11.1–11.3 to
a focus on the necessary transformation of the mediational structure of the
group interactions with print.

Recognizing the need to create a medium rich in goals, which could be
resources for organizing the transition from reading as a guided activity to in-
dependent, voluntary reading, we saturated the environment with talk and
activities about growing-up and the role of reading in a grown-up’s life.
Question–Asking–Reading began each session with such “goal talk,” dis-
cussion about the various reasons that children might have for wanting to
learn to read. Joint work with the text began with a group discussion of the
title or headline of the story to be read that day. Then, following the script
outline which was written on the blackboard, the role-bearing cards and the
first paragraph of the text were passed around.

A good deal of discussion usually ensued about who had gotten what roles;
“pick the answerer” was an obvious favorite, whereas the card implicating the
main idea was avoided like the plague. Once the role cards were distributed,
the text for the day (usually taken from local newspapers with content that
related to matters of potential interest to the children) was distributed, one
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paragraph at a time. The participants (the instructor and one competent reader,
usually a UCSD undergraduate, and the children) then bent over their passages
to engage in silent reading.

These and other procedural arrangements constituted our attempt to orga-
nize a coordinated group activity that would routinely create moments when
the three mediational triangles depicted in Figure 11.3 would be coordinated
to create the conditions for “re-mediating” the children’s entering systems of
mediation, allowing them to acquire reading as an intrapsychological process.

The Data. Our evidence for the way in which this procedure worked is de-
rived from several sources: videotaped recordings of the instructional ses-
sions, the children’s written work on the quizzes that completed each session,
and various test results. Here we will concentrate on the in situ process of
coordination and discoordination around the scripted activity as a key source
of evidence about individual children’s ability to coordinate via the scripted
roles and the points where coordination fails, resulting in selective discoor-
dinations of the ongoing activity structure (inspired here by the early work of
Alexander Luria, 1932).

In this example, two children, both of whom are failing in their reading
classes, discoordinate at different moments in the publicly available scripted
activity, permitting differential diagnosis of their specific difficulties. The two
boys, Billy and Armandito, are starting to read the second paragraph of the
day. Katie is their teacher, and Larry is an additional competent reader.

Evidence for internalization of the scripted activity is provided by instances
in which the children’s talk and actions presuppose a next step in the procedure
with no overt provocation from the adults. For example:

(1). Katie: OK, let’s go on to the second paragraph then.
(2). Billy: How did they find them?
(3). Armandito: The Eskimos.
(4). Katie: I think it was an accident. (As she says this, she begins to pass

out the role cards, face down.)
(5). Billy: (Taking a card from the stack.) How come, what kind of

accident?
(6). Billy: (Looking at his card.) That’s the same card again.

In (2) Billy’s question is an internalized version of the “what’s going
to happen next” role in the script that no one specifically stimulated. He
takes the card handed to him, asks a relevant question about the text, and
comments on the relationship between his role in the previous segment
of interaction and its relationship to what he is about to do. Armandito’s
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participation is of a different order. His comment (3) “The Eskimos” is rele-
vant to the topic at hand, but opaque. He does not take one of the role cards
and has to be stimulated by Katie while Billy continues to show evidence of
coordination:

(7). Katie: Armandito! (He looks up and takes a card.)
(8). Billy: We each get another one. (Referring to the cards; there are

only four participants and Katie has not taken one, so someone will
get an extra.)

In a number of places in the transcript we see Armandito discoordinating
within the activity which the other three participants maintain, permitting
him to recoordinate from time to time. These discoordinations are of several
types. The most obvious are such actions as drawing a picture instead of
reading, or feigning abandonment of the activity altogether. But repeatedly,
Armandito presupposes the scripted activity sufficiently to motivate quite
specific analyses of his difficulties. The next example illustrates his aversion
to the question about the main idea and provides information (corroborated
in many examples) of his core difficulty.

(9). Larry: (He has the card which says to pick the answerer.)
Armandito, What’s the main idea?

(10). Armandito: I want to ask mine. I want to ask what happens next.
(11). Larry: No. I know what you want, but I am asking. I pick the answerer.
(12). Armandito: The main idea is . . . how these guys live

In (10) Armandito is both accepting the joint task of Question–Asking–
Reading (“I want to ask mine”) and attempting to avoid the role that is at
the heart of his problem (figuring out the main idea) by skipping that part of
the scripted sequence. When Armandito accepts his role (12) and attempts to
state the main idea, his answer (“The main idea is . . . how these guys live”)
is not only vague, it is about the previous paragraph.

As a consequence of an accumulation of many such examples over several
sessions, Cole and his colleagues were able to obtain a consistent pattern. This
pattern showed that Billy experienced great difficulty in coming “unglued”
from the letter-sound correspondences when he attempted to arrive at the main
idea. When asked about the main idea, he repeatedly returned to the text and
sought a “copy match” in which some word from the question appeared in
the text. He then read the relevant sentence aloud, and puzzled over meaning.
Armandito’s problem was of a quite different order: he continually lost track
of the relevant context, importing information from his classroom activities
that day or previous reading passages that had no relevance.
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The first conclusion that we want to draw from this exercise is that the
researchers were in fact successful in creating a structured medium of ac-
tivity that allowed diagnostically useful information about which part of the
structure depicted in Figure 11.3 was deficient in the individual children with
whom we worked. However, this approach also established that the Question–
Asking–Reading procedure is an effective zone of proximal development for
the acquisition of reading. When engaged in the small group activity, the chil-
dren were able to read and comprehend well before they could adequately
do so independently. After several weeks of participation, both Billy and
Armandito did in fact continue to improve their reading abilities over a pe-
riod of several months, and Armandito’s general behavior in the classroom
changed so markedly that he won an award from the school recognizing his
unusual progress.

However, such individual change could not logically be attributed to
Question–Asking–Reading, both because it was part of the larger activity
system of the after school program, and because Cole and his colleagues had
no proper control group. Here the issue of generalization becomes prominent.

To remedy these shortcomings, King (1988) replicated the small group
reading procedures in a follow-up experiment that included appropriate con-
trol conditions, had more stringently quantified pre- and post-test measures,
and was conducted as the sole activity in a school prior to the start of regular
classes. Her experimental study showed that Question–Asking–Reading was
more effective than either a procedure called “procedural facilitation” con-
structed by Scardamalia and Bereiter (1985) or a no-treatment control group.

Taken together, these results, although sketchily presented here owing to
limitations on space, provide support for the argument we have developed in
this chapter. We used general principles derived from experimental research
combined with theoretically motivated principles to create a specific form of
group activity that allowed diagnosis of the process of developmental change
and statements about the state of the level of understanding of each individual
child. At the same time, the theoretical principles guided the design of a
methodology that facilitated all the children in their efforts to overcome their
reading problems. It was, in concrete form, an embodiment of the concept
of zone of proximal development, no longer merely as a slogan, but as a
recognized and effective form of educational practice.

Processes of Negotiation within Obuchenie

Operating from a similar theoretical position, Maciel, Branco, and Valsiner
(2004) emphasized that the process of obuchenie (teaching/learning) is first
and foremost a process of communication between persons based on different
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goal orientations. The “start-up” roles of the teacher and learner guarantee
that there is some difference. For example the teacher

might assume: “I want the child to become skillful (or
knowledgeable in this task, so I am going to
interact with her, and move her in that
direction.”

while the child may assume: “That auntie is really nice, I want to have fun
in the hour that I spend with her. Even
though she wants me to play these odd
games it is all right so long as we enjoy our
time together.”

Starting from such divergent communication orientations entails constant
construction of the ongoing activity – by way of actions with objects as well
as through importation and production of signs. Thus it is inherently a process
of mutual complementarity of understanding.

Furthermore, the teaching/learning process involves gradual canalization
of that understanding toward achievements in understanding that the stu-
dent did not possess before, but that become appropriated after it has been
achieved. This canalization is mutual – the teacher directs the student toward
the goal of achievement, yet the student may succeed in avoiding such ef-
forts through counter-effective communication strategies (as we saw in the
previous example). Such mutual canalization entails constant change of par-
ticipants’ positions relative to the object of teaching/learning (Josephs, 1998;
Rommetveit, 1992, 1998).

While communicating about specific activity issues, the participants are
simultaneously involved in coordination of their mutual relations – metacom-
munication (Branco,1997; Branco, Neiva, Ferreira, & Pessina, 1997; Fogel &
Branco, 1997). Metacommunicative processes are continuous with the flow of
interaction, setting specific interpretative frames to attribute particular mean-
ings to interactors’ verbal and nonverbal behaviors. Therefore, when individ-
uals interact with each other, metacommunication is always active as a sort of
interactive background for content communication, a continuous nonverbal
flux that episodically assumes a verbal format that may generate very complex
or even contradictory qualitative frames for message’s interpretation.

In the example of Question–Asking–Reading, Cole and his colleagues
relied upon the game-like repetitive nature of the group activity and the pres-
ence of two cooperating skilled readers to ensure the operation of the meta-
communicative context. In the following example, the active work of the
participants to maintain the needed metacommunicative context in the face
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of ever-changing communicative interactions is highlighted. The example is
taken from an in-depth observational study of a teacher and a 9-year-old boy
(who claimed to have “learning difficulties” at school) conducted by Diva A.
Maciel in Brasilia (Maciel, 1996). Full analysis of the specific communicative
and metacommunicative behavior is provided elsewhere (Maciel, Branco, &
Valsiner, 2004).

The child met with the experienced teacher weekly (for a year) for approx-
imately 75 minutes for reading lessons that were videotaped to allow analysis
of significant moments of co-construction of knowledge about strategies to
solve problems, to develop special skills, and to deal with emotional issues
important to the adult–child relationship. In the example to follow, the child’s
task was to choose three words (from a previous task). When he reached the
second word, he hesitated, so the teacher (T) helped him by posing specific
questions that guided his ideas toward one of the possible options. The general
interactive atmosphere was positive and animated as indicated by nonlinguis-
tic and paralinguistic signals such as smiles and voice intonation. The child
(L) decided to choose another word. The teacher accepted his choice: the
word embroider.

T directs attention to the organization of the student’s copybook, reminding
him of the right rules to write adequately (see Turn 2 in Table 11.1).

Following the interaction described above, the child notices an inconsis-
tency in the way the sentence was constructed and says: “Oops, this is wrong!”
The teacher smiles and replies: “Yes, this crochet right here!,” but it seems
she is referring to the orthography of the word, and does not notice how the
sentence, the way he wrote it, did not make sense (in terms of the concate-
nation of meanings – “embroider” – “crochet”). As we see in Table 11.2,

Table 11.1. Teacher does not notice

Teacher Student

1- OK, I’ll choose the word embroider!
2- OK! Go ahead! Skip a line, otherwise

it will look like a whole composition!
3- (L writes down while emitting vocal

sounds. When he finishes, he raises his
hands enthusiastically, holding the
pencil). That’s it!

4- Read the sentence!
5- My grandma embroiders crochet.

(He shows an amused facial expression
as he says “crochet”).
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Table 11.2. Teacher Lets the Child Assume the Role of Teacher

Teacher Student

6- Ché cheé (she accentuates the ending
of the word and picks up the eraser).

7- NO! It’s not it! This is not the problem
here! (L smiles as he corrects the
teacher, expressing self-confidence as
he picks up the rubber from her).

8- So, what is it, then? (smiling).
9- Embroider crochet, no way! (his voice

expresses enthusiasm).

the child is aware of that semantic misfit and announces it to the teacher –
proud of being smarter than the teacher (shows confidence in his smile and
voice intonation).

The episode in Table 11.1 and its aftermath gives us a minimal encounter
within the complex of obuchenie: two people jointly construct knowledge of
each other (in the given context) based on both the shared understanding of
the communicative message (how to spell crochet) and the oversights each fall
prey to. The latter occur all the time – the teacher may not notice something
the child does, and vice versa. Each episode of divergence in attention of
the one is a meaning construction opportunity for the other. If we were to
generalize, we would say: the teacher can promote learning through her own
incomplete understanding of the instructional setting. The child’s detection
of such incompleteness creates a space for the child to “teach the teacher” –
a small-scale role reversal that skillful teachers utilize for their own goals of
teaching. An experienced teacher is not afraid of “being wrong” (since any
human being is that, in respect to many issues, continuously). However, such
a teacher can skillfully turn one’s own “being wrong” into an action strategy
in the process of obuchenie – the discovery of the child’s own competence
can feed into the intrinsic motivation of the child.

The child seems happy and confident to have this opportunity to correct
the teacher, who temporarily accepts the role of student as she lets the child
“lecture” her about what is wrong here. The exchange of roles allows for the
experience of reciprocity, which is very important in the co-construction of
mutual trust and convergent goal orientations. The teacher is flexible enough
to let the child “control the field” at that moment – and skillfully takes that
“control” back at the next time.

The child bubbles with glee at his own self-competence. The teacher ac-
cepts that and helps him to continue, suggesting a way to complement the
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Table 11.3. Teacher teaches again

Teacher Student

10- That’s because embroider is one thing 10- To embroider is . . . (he speaks at the
and crochet is something else! same time as T, gesticulating with
(she says, smiling). his hand)

11- . . . Hu hu (he confirms what T just
said, shaking his head and smiling).

12- Does she embroider what? What does
she embroider? (she touches the table
cloth), What can she embroider?

sentence he started by asking oriented questions and pointing to the ap-
propriate object – the table cloth – that would perfectly fit in the sentence
(Table 11.3). She promotes the child’s actions within the semiotic constraints
imposed by the word embroider. She follows exactly those constraints that
were pointed out by the child before (when he said: “To embroider crochet, no
way!”). Yet that message now comes (again) authoritatively from the teacher.
The skill of teaching is to move smoothly from one’s own oversights (or
mistakes) to making use of them as teaching tools. We observe what Rogoff
designates as transfer of responsibility from the expert to the novice. This
seems to evoke a positive attitude in both participants (Rogoff, 1990).

This microgenetic example complements the first (reading) example by
showing how microtasks are created in interaction between partners in the
activity of obuchenie. It is the modulation of the transfer of responsibility over
time (and tasks) that creates the concrete setting for reaching the next nearest
solution to a given problem. The “zone of proximal development” notion
takes a different form here – it becomes a concrete here-and-now activity
structure where one of the participants sets up the possibility for making a
(small) discovery by the other. That activity is oriented toward renegotiating
the boundaries of the use of meanings. This translation of the general notions
of cultural-historical perspective into the activity sequences of the teacher
and the learner is a microscopic illustration of a general principle – human
development takes place on the margin of what is (already) and what is
not (yet). Hence all developmental processes are inherently nondeterministic
(Fogel, Lyra, & Valsiner, 1997) and become determined in specific loci due
to the use of signs in the ongoing flow of activity.

Conclusion: Ways to Actualize the Potentials of Psychology

Our major goals in this chapter have been four-fold. First, we have sought to
build upon Shep White’s ideas about the possibility of recovering a “second
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psychology,” which was all but suffocated under the weight of a version
of experimental psychology that treats human beings as acultural organisms
whose psychological processes can be studied without taking into account
the processes of development, broadly understood. In doing so, our sec-
ond goal has been to provide positive examples of such research follow-
ing the methods of a second psychology that follow from the tradition of
Lev Vygotsky and Alexander Luria. This tradition is valuable precisely be-
cause it constituted an effort in the 1920s and 1930s to solve the major prob-
lem of psychology – that of culturally meaningful behavior and its constant
re-construction by persons in activity contexts. This problem has not yet been
solved – despite claims to the contrary from all kinds of -ism-perspectives.
Third, we have tried to demonstrate that a fresh look at already existing con-
cepts – such as zone of proximal development – and rigorous specification
of those concepts can help us avoid slipping into the errors of the past which
routinely create crises in psychology. Finally, in tune with Shep White’s ideas
about the second psychology, we have tried to show that careful observation
of activity contexts can help us overcome the false dichotomy between theory
and practice.

Our examples of the microstructures of the activity of obuchenie (teach-
ing/learning process) show some counter-intuitive features of the actual pro-
cess of communication between teachers and learners. While our folklore of
teaching and learning assumes a fixed (rigid) position of teacher “giving
knowledge” to the learner, the reality is quite different. Teachers create
microsettings for the learners (within the wider activity context) where the
learners can achieve the next moment of understanding themselves. Teachers
are actors who modulate their own role in the setting all the time. At times
they take full control, at others relinquish it to the learners (while, of course,
keeping the control of the field as a whole). The teacher may temporarily
reverse the roles with the learners and at other times pretend not to notice
a mistake (hoping that the learners discover it). And, of course, the teach-
ing/learning process is inherently filled with oversights, misinterpretations,
and purposeful distortions of the images of reality. Superficially this picture
may look bleak and cynical (from the viewpoint of the social ideology of
“purity of education”) – yet its reality allows for very creative mobilization
of human potentials both in the roles of teacher and learner. The teacher is a
learner who teaches. The learner is a teacher who learns.

We hasten to emphasize that neither of our examples constitutes a full
exposition of a culture-inclusive, co-constructionist approach to psychology
(cf. Cole, 1996; Valsiner, 2000, 2001). We have no intention of suggesting
(yet) another -ism in psychology’s already over-ism-ified mindscape. Rather,
each is an existence proof of the kinds of teaching/learning interactions that
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are possible when the principles we summarized at the beginning of this ar-
ticle are applied in a careful and systematic way. Such existence proofs also
serve to highlight the challenges of taking the next step and demonstrating
that the specific examples can be used as tools to implement the forms of
activity we described on a broader scale. Few classrooms or school schedules
are currently arranged in a manner that could support the kind of intergenera-
tional, group reading involved in Question–Asking–Reading. The individual
teacher/learner dynamics in our second example are not applicable to settings
where the teacher works simultaneously with many children. Moving the
demonstrations to a next level would mean introducing this kind of activity
into school classrooms on a regular basis.

Similarly, the conditions that enabled the interactions of the teachers and
children in both examples point to the sort of classroom climate that is
necessary for successful teaching of this kind to occur. However, creating
such conditions routinely requires a great many resources currently lacking
in schools including highly trained teachers and a means of moving from
one-on-one to large group teaching. It also requires a society whose values
allow for teachers and students to establish the conditions of mutual trust
and affection that provide the metacommunicative conditions for successful
teaching.

Shep White has clearly pointed out the general direction psychologists
should be following. Others, including ourselves, have shown the positive
benefits to be reaped by pursuing this direction. The challenge now is to
move from the protected socio-ecological niches where such activities are
tolerated, to making them routine within societies that are struggling for sur-
vival, a condition which all too easily degenerates into command and control,
standardized procedures to achieve its goals. Even in a society oriented to-
ward capturing large numbers of consumers, the need for which is culturally
constructed, it is not possible to turn the teaching/learning process into a rou-
tine carried out from a distance through rigid robots as teachers. There is a
need for promotion of the role of producers of new knowledge in any edu-
cation system. Shep White’s project creates a zone of proximal development
for everyone’s immediate futures.
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surrealismo. In El Surrealismo Entre Viejo y Nouevo Mundo (pp. 110–117). Madrid:
Ediciones El Viso.

Rogoff, B. (1990). Apprenticeship in Thinking: Cognitive Development in Social Con-
text. New York: Oxford University Press.

Rommetveit, R. (1992). Outlines of a dialogically based social-cognitive approach to hu-
man cognition and communication. In A. H. Wold (Ed.), The Dialogical Alternative:
Towards a Theory of Language and Mind (pp. 19–44). Oslo: Scandinavian University
Press.

Rommetveit, R. (1998). On human beings, computers, and representational-
computational versus hermeneutic-dialogical approaches to human cognition and
communication. Culture and Psychology 4, 2, 213–233.

Scardamalia, M., & Bereiter, C. (1985). Fostering the development of self-regulation in
children’s knowledge processing. In S. F. Shipman, J. W. Segal, & R. Glaser (Eds.),
Thinking and Learning Skills: Research and Open Questions. Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Sinha, D., & Tripathi, R. C. (2001). Individualism in a collectivist culture: A case of
coexistence of opposites. In A. K. Dalal & G. Misra (Eds), New Directions in Indian
Psychology. Vol. 1. Social Psychology (pp. 241–256). New Delhi: Sage.

Snow, C. E., Burns, M. S., & Griffin, P. (Eds.). (1998). Preventing Reading Difficulties
in Young Children/Committee on the Prevention of Reading Difficulties in Young



P1: KaD
0521826187c11.xml CB814B/Pillemer 0 521 82618 7 April 25, 2005 6:48

Actualizing Potentials 313

Children, Commission on Behavioral and Social Sciences and Education, National
Research Council Committee on the Prevention of Reading Difficulties in Young
Children. Washington, DC: National Academy Press.

Tashjian, D. (1995). A Boatload of Madmen: Surrealism and the American Avant-garde,
1920–1950. New York: Thames & Hudson.

van der Veer, R., & Valsiner, J. (1991). Understanding Vygotsky: A Quest for Synthesis.
Oxford: Basil Blackwell.

Valsiner, J. (1987). Culture and the Development of Children’s Action. Chichester, UK:
Wiley.

Valsiner, J. (1988). Developmental Psychology in the Soviet Union. Brighton: Harvester.
Valsiner, J. (2000). Culture and Human Development. London: Sage.
Valsiner, J. (2001). Comparative Study of Human Cultural Development. Madrid:

Fundacion Infancia y Aprendizaje.
Valsiner, J., & van der Veer, R. (1993). The encoding of distance: The concept of

the zone of proximal development and its interpretations. In R. R. Cocking &
K. A. Renninger (Eds.), The Development and Meaning of Psychological Distance
(pp. 35–62). Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Valsiner, J., & van der Veer, R. (2000). The Social Mind: Construction of the Idea. New
York: Cambridge University Press.

Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in Society. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Vygotsky, L. S. (1926/1982). Istoricheskii smysl psikhologicheskogo krizisa. In L. S.

Vygotsky, Sobranie sochinenii. Vol. 1 (pp. 291–346). Moscow: Pedagogika (Original
published in 1926).

Watson, J. B. (1913). Psychology as the behaviorist views it. Psychological Review 20,
158–177.

White, S. (1976). Developmental psychology and Vico’s concept of universal history.
Social Research 43, 4, 659–671.

White, S. (1978). Psychology in all sorts of places. In R. A. Kasschau & F. Kessel
(Eds.), Psychology and Society: In Search of Synthesis (pp. 103–131). New York:
Holt, Rinehart, & Winston.



P1: KaD
0521826187c12.xml CB814B/Pillemer 0 521 82618 7 April 25, 2005 6:56

12 The Rise of a Right-Wing Culture among
German Youth

The Effects of Social Transformation, Identity
Construction, and Context

Wolfgang Edelstein

The Situation

In recent years the political discourse in Germany has been intensely af-
fected by a growing awareness – in the media, the political elites and in some
segments of the general public – of increasingly conspicuous neo-Nazi ac-
tivity and rhetoric, especially racism, xenophobia, and anti-Semitism, and
correspondingly motivated violence in young people in particular in the East
of the country. The news media have reported demonstrative hostility to-
ward foreigners, and, most spectacularly, brutal violence against those visibly
different – mainly dark-skinned, but also homeless or even handicapped per-
sons. As of September 15, 2000, the count numbered at least 93, probably 114,
killed by mostly young right-wing thugs (aged 15–23) since the “transition”
(Wende) in 1990. The number of 93 killed was acknowledged in Septem-
ber 2000 by the police, after two liberal newspapers (Tagesspiegel in Berlin
and Frankfurter Rundschau) had contested the official record which had fea-
tured “a mere” 26 dead. The shift of attention, the timing and pattern of
the phenomenon, the numbers, the distribution, and, most of all, the causes
and explanations of the observed renascence of Nazi stereotypes and Nazi
symbols are all objects of heated debates.

Nazi youth cultures are not a uniquely German phenomenon. Far-right-
wing nationalist parties and racist groups are part of the political spectrum in
various countries in Europe. They are voted into both national and local par-
liaments in France, Italy, and Austria; they play a recognizable role in Great
Britain and Belgium. There are conspicuous neo-Nazi groups in Sweden and
in the United States. Paradoxically the extreme right has played a lesser role in
Germany’s political system than in some other countries. Extreme right-wing
parties such as the NPD (National Democratic Party) and, lately, the Repub-
likaner (REPs) and the DVU (German People’s Union) won some short-lived

314
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victories in a few provincial elections during the 1990s but have attracted
little additional attention.

Since 1990, the year of the unification of Germany, right-wing activities
have increased greatly, peaking in the early nineties in xenophobic pogroms.
Activities peaked again in the late 1990s with intensified xenophobic as well
as anti-Semitic violence, reaching an all-time high by 2000, with the police
registering four times more violent incidences than in the early 1990s. Ac-
cording to the report of the Internal Secret Service (Verfassungsschutz) for the
year 2000, there were about 16,000 offences of right-wing extremist nature
including about 1,000 violent acts against political, racial, or other victims.
These offences represent an increase of 60% compared to 1999. More than
50% were committed in the East German States, encompassing a mere 20%
of the population. Although these numbers may appear large, it is in fact
a low estimate of the real extent of right-wing incidents as it excludes the
widespread assertion of a racist, xenophobic, or anti-Semitic cast of mind
among adolescents in everyday life, for example, in East German schools,
to mention but one important development (Spahn, 2001). Loosely coupled
with the right-wing parties, radical youth groups produce their own prejudi-
cial and violent programs and, aided by the internet, their own international
networks, organizations, and channels. At present, the linkage between the
radical groups and the NPD may be proceeding toward more densely knit
organizational networks. The Secret Service has intensified the surveillance,
and, in the wake of increased attention to neo-Nazi activities, and as a reac-
tion to the many dead and the right-wing terror, the Federal Ministry of the
Interior together with the Bundestag and the Länder Ministries of the Interior
have initiated both legal steps to ban the NPD and programs to counteract
right-wing extremism and neo-Nazi activity among young people.

In fact, the number of radical, subversive, and violent youth appears quite
sizeable and, at least locally, especially in the East of Germany, possibly
more representative of young people than is the case for the right-wing fringe
groups in the United States, Britain, and Scandinavia who, located outside
rather than inside the political spectrum, and organized more in the manner
of fan groups or insider clubs, indulge in typically subversive and potentially
violent neo-Nazi and racist activism. The violent skinhead core in Germany
now is reported to number around 10,000 with connections both nationally
and internationally.

Although, in the end, the NPD (or its potential successor organization)
may come to benefit from the rise of an extremist youth culture and attract its
protagonists into its fold, there is little evidence to show that the right-wing
extremist movement is an outflow of the party or subject to its organization.
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It is a different sociopolitical phenomenon and needs an explanation in its
own right. Although by now there are considerable data from various popu-
lation and youth surveys and a rapidly increasing literature (see Bromba &
Edelstein, 2001), we are faced with rather heterogeneous theorizing about the
nature and the origins of the expansion of right-wing movements and youth-
ful right-wing activism. Theories are variously based on sociological, social
psychological, developmental, personological, or psychoanalytical concepts.
Perhaps a unitary theory would, at present, only offer misleading explanatory
excuses for a multifaceted phenomenon. At this point we need to accept mul-
tiple narratives and a heterogeneous set of explanations. We shall explore a
few of these and attempt to come to a provisional conclusion.

In the following, we shall leave aside more traditional interests in the so-
cial psychology of social movements and the more conventional concerns of
political psychology. What is of interest here is the fact that, for the first time
since the 1970s, we are confronted with a political youth movement, albeit
politically contrary to the 1968 generation’s. A youth movement calls for psy-
chological explanations beyond the reach of conventional political accounts
and the social psychology of political action, political arousal, and political
affiliation. What is specifically needed is an account that does justice to the
role of politics in adolescent life and development. Clearly, the developmen-
tal function of a political process cannot be a sufficient cause for a political
movement taking hold among adolescents. Like any political movement, its
causes must be primarily sought for among social, political, and social psy-
chological factors and antecedents. A social movement that extends its sway
over young people specifically needs developmental explanations as part of
the configuration of causal factors that explain the movement’s appeal to, and
adoption by, the young. Thus, beyond the appeal of a political program or
movement to the general or special public or groups that are sensitive to it, it
is necessary to decipher the specific appeal to youth, and the specific devel-
opmental sensitivity, or vulnerability, that induces adolescents to embrace it.

Some Descriptive Data

The Shift of Attention

In Germany, one much debated question has long been whether there is a
real increase in right-wing extremism and violence, or whether the saliency
of this syndrome is a media-induced attention phenomenon (itself in need of
a proper explanation). With the latest official police reports the issue seems
now settled for Germany, with massive increases in xenophobic, anti-Semitic,
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and other unequivocally right-wing acts in the most recent years, and the most
noteworthy increase around the turn of the millenium.

Disaffection with Politics

For quite a long time, interest in “mainstream politics” as measured by youth
surveys has been limited in many European countries, spreading the notion
of disaffection with politics (Roberts, 2000; for Germany see Gille & Krüger,
2000, the Shell Youth Studies 1997 and 2000, and the Max Planck Institute
based BIJU study, Schnabel, 1993; Schnabel & Roeder, 1995; for Britain
see White, Bruce & Ritchie, 2000; for a review see Wilkinson & Mulgan,
1995). However, disinterest in mainstream politics cannot be unequivocally
equated with general depolitization. To express discontent, frustration about
mainstream politics may lead to conscious, quasi active abstention from the
usual political (and electoral) process and disinterest in the institutional struc-
tures that regulate modern politics – parliamentary institutions, procedures,
and, in particular, parties and politicians (Boyte & Kari, 1996). However, it
may also lead to engagement in NGOs or other fields of “new citizenship”
(Rimmerman, 1998). Interest in politics and involvement in political action
depends on issues, and interest in issues depends on group affiliation, gender,
and level of education. The seeming contradiction between disengagement
from politics and involvement in civic issues is mirrored by the question of
“confidence” in the system. As in other European societies, confidence in po-
litical parties and politicians is low in Germany, compared to institutions like
the courts, the universities, or even parliament itself (Deutsche Shell, 2000).
The renaissance of right-wing activism and the revolt or rebellion among
youth (Kovacheva & Wallace, 1994) may also testify to a political involvement
of sorts. Right-wing extremists were found to be the most politically active
group in a sample of South German high school students (Weiß, 2000, p. 173).
Thus, while disaffection from political parties and politicians is widespread
(probably reinforced by the recent and ongoing financial scandals involving
high level politicians), the political attitudes and judgments of young peo-
ple apparently do not reflect such basic and general distrust in “the system”
as was prevalent in the 1920s and 1930s of the 20th century, undermining
the Weimar republic and playing into the hands of its enemies (Torney-Purta
et al., 2001, see also Frey & Rez, 2002). We should not, however, be oblivious
to the fact that well into the past decade the West German Federal Republic
was a fairweather community and that, with reunification on the one hand,
and the globalization of the economy on the other, serious constraints have
emerged that may indeed affect the loyalty to the system and its values. Nor
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should we forget that should the behaviors under scrutiny be a “tip of the ice-
berg” phenomenon, they will not be adequately represented in survey data.

Continuity or Cohort

The timing and pattern of the aggressively right-wing, neo-Nazi activity have,
of course, much to do with the kind of interpretation it is possible to give the
phenomenon. Thus, if we accept the theory that right-wing radicalism owes its
emergence to the downfall of the GDR (a popular theory), it should be more or
less confined to its territory and coincide with German unification. A number
of cues do indeed support this interpretation. The data show much more
neo-Nazi action in the East and a rise in frequency and radicalness beyond
the threshold of social awareness with violent acts such as the pogroms in
Hoyerswerda and Rostock-Lichtenhagen briefly after the “Transition.” Some
time ago it was disclosed that already in the final stage of the GDR some
1,000 violent neo-Nazi skinheads (“hooligans”) were under continuous police
observation and listed in a special file (“R” for rowdies). Moreover, according
to State Security Service estimates, the extremist scene included an additional
15,000 violence-prone right-wingers (Wagner, personal communication, June
2002). However, the data also show continuity with the existence of violent
groups in the West. In the late summer of 2001, the Ministry of the Interior
estimates the neo-Nazi scene to number some 9,000 violent skinheads and a
far greater number of fellow travelers.

Among the best data available to us are youth surveys of secondary-school-
age adolescents in the State of Brandenburg, a cohort sequential study of
14–19 year olds with data waves in 1993, 1996, and 1999. The 1996 study
is comparative, and includes the corresponding age ranges in the State of
Northrhine-Westfalia (NRW) in the West (Sturzbecher, 1997, 2001).

The Brandenburg youth survey covers attitude indicators of extremist right-
wing orientations, nationalism, authoritarianism, xenophobia, anti-Semitism,
and proneness to violence. There is a certain variation between the indicators,
with xenophobia running a high 30%–38% across the years, and a rather
astonishing level of anti-Semitism (considering that there is practically no
Jewish minority in the State; nor is there a sizeable presence of foreigners).
The small number of foreign refugees seeking asylum are confined to hostels
in small country towns. The face to face evidence of foreign presence mostly
concerns a few isolated Turkish döner traders and elusive Vietnamese cigarette
dealers. Anti-Semitism and xenophobia thus appear quite independent of the
presence or absence of these objects of hate and aversion (see Ahlheim &
Heger, 2000). They can be identified as social constructions, emerging from
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conditions and antecedents that we need to explore and understand better than
we do at present. The surveys, of course, do little to cast the light of theory
on their findings.

As already mentioned, Sturzbecher’s survey has the advantage of a com-
parative data set: It was conducted both in Brandenburg in the East – the
State with the highest incidence of neo-Nazi and xenophobic trouble – and
Northrhine-Westfalia in the West – the most populous State of the Federal
Republic. Generally, the constructs mentioned above are also represented
in NRW, but their presence there is at a significantly lower level. Whereas,
broadly speaking, in NRW the right-wing extremist syndrome in its more
moderate expression may reach a level of 10% or maximally peak at 15%,
in its more radical expression it peaks at 5%, with questionnaire items in-
tensively affirmed at the level of 3%–5% of the respondents. (The Likert
scales used range from rejection through moderate to complete assent.) In
Brandenburg those percentages are generally twice as high, eliciting the as-
sent of up to one-third of the corresponding high school population, including
a small but significant hard core of right-wing xenophobic and anti-Semitic
(potential) activists (ca. 5%), with a sizeable 25% or more of the population
concurring at least moderately as potential fellow travelers. There is reason to
give attention to important variations: age plays a role with numbers highest
in early adolescence; gender, with males more affected than females, but the
differences are smaller than one might expect. Level of schooling – in part
a proxy for social class – plays a considerable role, with academic tracks
less affected, and the lower as well as the vocational training tracks coming
out much more radicalized than the former. The unsurprising implication is
that working- and lower-middle-class youngsters are more amenable to the
neo-Nazi culture than those attending the more demanding schools. The data
may also imply that education matters, and that enlightenment about recent
history and perhaps biology as it is taught in the preacademic schools may
affect adolescents’ political standards. That question is, of course, all impor-
tant when it comes to strategies of counteraction and prevention. We know
that local structures also play a role, although this is an underresearched area
in representative samples. Anecdotal evidence and newspaper reports persis-
tently point to the small towns in the East as a privileged breeding ground for
neo-Nazi solidarities and rituals, such as drinking bouts in clubs and pubs and
organized hangouts where violent action against foreigners often starts. These
are places where unemployment looms large and job perspectives are bleak,
where skinhead discos with “blood and honor” type music are organized, and
where, to name a frequently invoked argument, noncontrolling (“accepting”)
social work seems to have played into the hands of radical groups taking over
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the youth club houses provided by local community administrations and es-
tablishing what the rightist groups call “nationally liberated zones” (Wagner,
1998).

As we try to assess the evidence about the changing face of neo-Nazi
radicalism and racist and xenophobic action in Germany, the conclusion is
that both the quantitative and the qualitative parameters have changed since
1990. In sum, there is more of it: The Eastern provinces of Germany are
much more infected than is West Germany; actions are more brutal and at
times more lethal; groups are more vociferous and more assertive; and, most
remarkably of all, groups are better integrated in the local culture and, until
recently at least, better protected against administrative and police reprisals
by local structures, common acceptance or lethargy, and (accepting) social
work. In short, in the Eastern provinces we are confronted with the emergence
of a right-wing extremist culture, a densely woven carpet of local lifestyles
and allegiances, including, to an extent, the adult generations in self-styled
“nationally liberated zones.” This view, until yesterday a minority view of a
few highly committed activists (best represented by the Berlin-based Center of
Democratic Culture of Anetta Kahane and Bernd Wagner), on September 28,
2000, became the official view when, in a great parliamentary debate, the
president (speaker) of the Bundestag Wolfgang Thierse gave it authoritative
expression.1

The generality question – continuity or cohort? – may receive a cautious
answer to the effect that we are confronted by both. The cohort effect has
been described as the post-transition emergence of right-wing radicalism,
xenophobia, and racism in the East German provinces. As to the continu-
ity aspect, best represented by right-wing orientations in the West, survey
research in West Germany has always revealed a modicum of right-wing
political attitudes and affiliations over the decades. It was, of course, quite

1 The following is a fragment of Thierse’s speech before the Bundestag: “We
need to understand that something has changed to the worse. Among many
people xenophobia has become an almost unquestioned part of their ev-
eryday consciousness. Right-wing extremism has become almost part of
the culture. It makes use of a variety of cultural means to make itself
understood. . . . In the past years I have traveled widely, in particular to
places where right-wing acts of violence had been committed, to the centers
of right-wing extremism. I had not been able to imagine the situation in
these places, the extent of fear everywhere. I had no idea that young people
don’t dare to enter certain quarters, certain clubs. . . . There really exists what
the extremists call “nationally liberated zones.” We can give these a differ-
ent name: Quarters and areas dominated by rightist thugs and right-wing
ideologues . . . (from Der Tagesspiegel, September 28, 2000).
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intensive at the beginning of the Federal Republic in the years after 1948,
when Nazi activists and fellow travelers were being integrated into the repub-
lic framed within their own parties, even, for a time, as members of a polit-
ical party (DRP) in a coalition government with the CDU under Chancellor
Adenauer. There were bouts of activity of the right-wing fringe parties and
right-wing activism in different parts of the country especially in the critical
years 1992–1993 (see Hennig, 1994; Bromba & Edelstein, 2001). Rightist
orientations and the distributions of the typical elements of neo-Nazi cul-
ture (xenophobia, anti-Semitism, racism, violence) among the secondary
school population has been disclosed most recently by Sturzbecher’s al-
ready cited study of a large sample of high school students in Brandenburg
and Northrhine-Westfalia (Sturzbecher, 1997, 2001; Sturzbecher & Freytag,
2000). Their numbers long appeared limited, if not insignificant. They
may have been contained by the tradition of political instruction and en-
lightenment in the schools of post–World War II Germany, a tradition
designed to deal with the heritage and memory of Nazism to prevent it
from “ever happening again.” The political information and the enlighten-
ment about the recent past transported by these social and political stud-
ies programs may have contributed to the relative immunity in Western
Germany to right-wing radicalism for several decades. Recently, however,
school programs delivering civic education have been criticized for dealing
inadequately with the fading Nazi past. Another criticism frequently voiced
is that political instruction places too much emphasis on the institutional
structure of the political system which neither appeals to the young nor en-
joys their trust (Deutsche Shell, 1997). Thus, in view of the data recently
collected in the West, there appears to be reason to question the effective-
ness of the program of civic education in the West today. All this, how-
ever, hardly goes beyond worrisome developments in comparable countries in
the West.

Much more worrisome is the appearance, in the context of the post-
transitional cohorts of adolescents raised in the Eastern provinces of
Germany, of groups parading the insignia and characteristics of a vicious
rebellion against a professedly tolerant culture and its values. Apparently
these groups, in spite of signs of increasing organization especially in the
violent skinhead scene, until recently have mostly been informal in structure,
and they did not have to face rejection at the local level. This appears to be
changing. The groups are becoming both more organized and more militant
(Bundesministerium des Innern, 2000, 2001). The public has started to react,
and so have the political institutions, but reactions will be blind and blunt
unless guided by strategies that are informed by knowledge about the aims
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and motives of the participants. To paraphrase the titles of two well-known –
and perhaps still relevant – descriptions of a previous generation, these young
people appear to be both: “rebels with a cause” and “children of a great
depression”; or perhaps rather children of euphoria turned into depression.
To make sense of this statement we need to look beyond mere description.

Attempts at Explanation

Reasons for Theory Selection and Strategy of Argumentation

In the following, we shall briefly review a number of theoretical positions
which may help account for the emergence of an adolescent neo-Nazi cul-
ture and neo-Nazi violence in Germany. Let us note in passing that none
of the German theorizing seems to be much concerned with a comparative
viewpoint or validation, in spite of the fact that, in part, we face an inter-
national phenomenon. This would warrant an attempt at understanding the
observed behaviors in a broader than national perspective and include, for
example, the Swedish skinhead scene or the American Nazi groups. Also,
the emergent neo-Nazi movements in Eastern Europe warrant attention. It is
obvious, however, that the specific sociocultural context will leave its mark
on any movement that takes place within it. Thus, questions about structural
generality and cultural specificity are justified. The same questions return on
the intracultural level when probing for explanations of the differences found
between East and West Germany. Why is it that the Brandenburg surveys
yield frequencies of incidence both of anti-Semitism and xenophobia (and of
their violent expression) that amount to double the numbers of militant right-
wingers found in the Western State of Northrhine-Westfalia? Why does the
Western Saarland feature the lowest number of violent incidents in all German
States, although the economic future for the young in that State is certainly
as bleak as anywhere in the East German States? (The latter comparison pre-
empts the popular causal explanation referring to the bleak economic outlook
and restricted job opportunities as a major cause of right-wing ascendancy.)

This is not the place to review all theorizing that may have relevance for
the rise of a neo-Nazi culture. We propose to focus the discussion mainly on
the aggregate level of collective behavior. Correspondingly, we select such
approaches for the discussion that deal with aggregate changes in the shape
and constitution of adolescence. In contradistinction, we shall give but minor
space to psychological accounts of the growth and prevalence of individual
dispositions that are more or less typical of members of extremist groups. We
need to maintain the distinction between the attraction of radical groups for
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certain (e.g., violent) personalities and the structural or historical conditions
under which such dispositions emerge with significantly increased frequency.
In other words, we shall turn our attention most to such candidate theories
which focus on the macro/micro interface and provide a plausible link between
social structural change and personality or behavioral dispositions following
from these changes.

We restrict ourselves to a small number of theoretical accounts of the
emergence of youthful right-wing extremism, rebelliousness, and violence –
markers of noncompliance with traditional standards of social integration:

(1) Anomie theory as formulated by Durkheim (e.g., 1968b) to account
for the consequences of the transition from traditional to modern
society is selected to account for consequences of the “second mod-
ernization” (reflexive modernization, Beck, 1992);

(2) Social-psychological modernization or individualization theory
(Heitmeyer, 1997) purports to reconstruct the modernization of per-
sonality and the rise of individualism;

(3) Identity theory provides a developmental contribution to the expla-
nation of a specific identity formation at a given socio-historical
moment in time (Erikson, 1959, 1975); and

(4) Theory of the authoritarian personality (Adorno et al., 1950) has
served to explain individual dispositions toward a fascist character
on the basis of family dynamics in the parental family. In a revised
version of Adorno’s theory using attachment theory (Hopf, 1997;
Hopf et al., 1995), certain types of family dynamics are taken to be
accountable for the emergence of right-wing attitudes and behaviors.

All these theories may work in conjunction. The model underlying the
selection of these accounts is that of macrostructural change producing, at
the microlevel, departures from the socially integrated character upholding
basic social and moral values. What these accounts attempt to explain, each
in its own way, is the emergence of critical traits and dispositions of in-
dividuals. They describe changing social macrostructures from which vul-
nerable young people derive, or rather fail to derive, the moral, political,
or interpersonal orientation characteristic of successful social integration.
None of these theories, however, describe in sufficient detail the socializa-
tion practices that must be followed to bridge the gap between the collec-
tive (macro) structures and the individual (micro) dispositions and behaviors.
Since what they seek to explain are complex social phenomena, different
theories may plausibly account for different aspects, or they may all con-
verge on a shared explanation. Situational factors (e.g., actual political issues
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and public debate, market forces, media effects, group cohesion, imitation)
probably operate as contingent causes in conjunction with the major socio-
historical ones. Specific conditions may be responsible for the maintenance
and attractivity of engagements once contracted. Thus one set of mecha-
nisms may affect the emergence and rise of violent, racist groups, and an-
other set ensure their cohesion over time. In any event, it is unlikely that any
one theory will be able to account for the phenomenology of neo-Nazi ado-
lescent culture with its symbols and emblems, its music, its racism, its anti-
Semitism, nationalism, biologism, its antihumanist cynicism, and its violence.
And certainly any intercultural validity of such accounts will depend on se-
rious efforts to analyze the social and psychological performance conditions
provided by the individual cultural context. The present analyses are meant to
apply first and foremost to the German scene, although the theories selected
for the analyses reach beyond the German context.

The Structure of the Macro–Micro Argument

The strategy adopted in reasoning about the background changes in macro–
micro relationships that are taken to be responsible for the emergence of the
new right-wing movements and youth cultures may be summarized as follows:
Macrosocial changes due to modernization give rise to changes in the familial
and institutional bases of socialization (anomie) generating changes in the
social psychology of child rearing and the ecology of child and adolescent
experience (individualization processes). In the course of these macrosocial
change processes, adolescent identity formation comes under the influence
of a prolonged moratorium which generates increased vulnerability and a
brittle structure subject to risk and fragility due to the combined effects of
family history and the functional imperatives of the social moment. The family
effects come to be sedimented in the frozen inheritance of early phases of the
epigenetic cycle and brought to life again under the onslaught of adolescent
identity crises. Unresolved conflicts about trust and autonomy are reactivated
specifically in families whose internal structures are distorted by patterns of
detached and disorganized attachment. The social moment is structured by the
effects of globalization producing vulnerable individuals who are sensitive
to the experiences of loss of control and of humiliation. These appear as
a frequent corollary of a socially selective school system that produces a
disproportionate number of losers. Thus, under unfavorable conditions the
situation develops a propensity in certain adolescent groups to respond to
the social psychological pressures of the social moment by constructing a
negative identity. In stressful family settings disorganized attachment patterns
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may generate increased numbers of “authoritarian personalities” who are
attracted to right-wing social formations. Such effects may be maintained
and/or strengthened by local, social, or situational factors.

Anomie Theory

Durkheim’s theory of anomie and of the moral consequences of the disin-
tegration of traditional society may serve as the prototypical model of the
structural and psychological consequences of transition between successive
societal formations (see Durkheim, 1968a, 1968b, 1973). Durkheim’s basic
argument as developed in The Division of Labor in Society (1968a) and in
Suicide (1968b) concerns the transition from a system of “mechanical soli-
darity” to an “organic” form of socio-moral order or “solidarity.” Mechanical
solidarity is characteristic of traditional society based on forms of coopera-
tion using more or less unchanging rules and tools, accompanied by forms of
traditional, mostly patriarchal authority that change little from generation to
generation. Rights, correspondingly, are defined by hierarchy and status. The
traditional structure of power in family, tribe, or state, the system of labor, and
the moral and legal order give way, with the advent of industrial society, to a
flexible, everchanging, and functional division of labor to rationalize the pro-
duction system and maximize outcomes. This flexible economic and social
organization forces the institutional order of society to increasing differenti-
ation responding to functional necessities. It constitutes a new socio-moral
order based on principles (from which rules can be deduced according to
changing needs of application) and on individual rights, to which individuals
refer, whatever the social organization of obligations imposed on, or chosen
by, the individual.

The system of mechanical solidarity produces social cohesion of a tribal
format, and calls for unconditional obedience toward the unquestioned va-
lidity of technical and moral rules. There is little differentiation, the rate of
change is slow and gradual, and there is little effort at the assimilation of
novelty. The same views of the world are held for successive generations,
shared by parent and offspring, and children are socialized into the prevail-
ing forms of labor and inherit the system of moral values whose authority is
not contested. The scope and reach of individual action is limited by rituals,
symbols, and hierarchically structured institutional orders; there is little place
for the expression of doubt or the creation of individual lifestyles within this
universe.

In contradistinction, the system of divided labor ideally requires simul-
taneous participation in functionally differentiated institutions that provide
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multiple channels for individual mobility predicated on success instead of
hierarchy. The system rewards innovation not tradition, it responds to peo-
ple’s competences, self-reflexively learned and earned through self-regulated
effort and reliance on the individual’s own competence and efficacy. Thus
individuals compete against each other for success and require rules and
norms to adjudicate merit. An institution is needed that enables individuals
to internalize both the criteria of performance and the structure of norms to
regulate action so as to ascertain transindividual order in the differentiated
system of individualistic competition. That institution of moral education, for
Durkheim, is the school, and, more specifically, the classroom.

Durkheim’s analysis identified demands on children who, under the regime
of organic solidarity, must achieve the competence for successful action in the
system of divided labor. It defined the design of the institution that success-
fully prepared children and adolescents for participation in that system. The
modern school, ideally, is the outcome of designing education to match the
requirements of a competitive system while maintaining maximum stability
regarding the individual life course and the moral conduct of life.

Durkheim’s depiction of the transition from traditional society to a social
order characterized by the functional differentiation of labor and its cogni-
tive and moral correlates needs updating to accommodate the transition from
industrial to postindustrial society. The expectations of just rewards for indi-
vidual effort (equitable returns for merit) and the stable patterns of individual
lives assured by the system of institutions that provide for the regulation of
the life course through the operation of schools with certified results, careers
predicated on these results, and post-career security for the aged contributed
to a more or less stable social equilibrium in which individual lives used to
be sheltered in relative security. This equilibrium is threatened by the orga-
nizational features of post-industrial capitalism (the new “global economy”).
The second (“reflexive”) modernization unhinges the reliable relationship
of individual effort, merit, and individual returns sustained by a welfare-
oriented institutional order. Sennett (1999), among others, has painted an
impressive picture of the organizational features and individual effects of the
new type of digital capitalism, with hitherto unknown degrees of information
management, strategic planning, local mobility, manpower flexibility, and
self-inflicted exploitation as a prerequisite of an individual’s success. Ear-
lier institutional loyalties between employee and employer have yielded their
place to a far reaching functionalization of the person in the organization of
plant or office. Rewards, for the successful, tend to be high, while job security
is low, which increases the temporal and spatial flexibility of the operation.
Whereas, in Sennett’s description, the price to be paid for hard-won rewards,
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especially in management and service positions, is increasing alienation in
the now increasingly abstract, impersonal, and locally underdefined “work-
place.” The diminished activity and restricted fiscal power of the state leaves
the compensation of increased risk to the individuals. But the chances and op-
portunities of individuals are restricted by an increasingly unhampered power
of the markets, as justified by neoliberal theory.

Durkheim saw anomic suicide as a consequence of a radical disturbance of
the social prerequisites of the activation of individual competence in purpose-
ful action.2 In this sense the acceleration and radicalization of social change
and the profound change in the probabilities of individual success, happiness,
and mastery of the future represent new and deep-felt threats. Perspectives
involving joblessness and economic deprivation are complemented by pre-
dictions of ecological depletion of an endangered planet, and, restricting the
perspective of an individually secure life course, the dwindling activity and
the diminished financial power of the state predict the breakdown of the tra-
ditional system of social security.

For the competencies and personality structures called for by the world
of work shaped by the new global capitalism, the present school system has
not much to offer. The time-hallowed fit between school and work is being
worn away, and with it the motivation of at least a segment of students of
moderate ability to undergo the discipline needed to acquire the information
and skills required to prepare for the certificates and credentials that grant
access to apprenticeships, vocations, and careers. According to Sturzbecher’s
(2001) survey, up to 40% of the students in the lower tracks of secondary
schools in Brandenburg judge neither school experience nor what is learned
in school to be meaningful; nor do they trust their teachers to side with them or
to act fairly in situations of difficulty or conflict. School provides them with
an alienating double message: relentless pressure for achievement coupled
with the subjective failure to attach meaning to what is being learned in a
compulsory system with few open choices.3 Beyond these subjective experi-
ences looms an increasingly vague and abstract, potentially deterritorialized

2 There is reason, after September 11, 2001 and faced by the suicide actors of
the Palestinian intifadeh in 2002, to distinguish between the anomic suicide
analyzed by Durkheim (see also Seligman, 1975, for a psychological account
of hopelessness and death) and the purposefully activist suicide of the rebel
whose murderous action appears to be a signal of revenge for collective
humiliation. Both types of suicide, however, derive from perceptions of
anomie.

3 Note that the German secondary school system offers students fewer choices
to select courses and fewer elective options than does the American system.
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and inaccessible political system from which the media carry highly sim-
plified news that in turn highlight crisis, helplessness, hostility, and – with
increasing frequency – corruption. Many young people are abandoned by the
schools to their feelings of inferiority and humiliation and the rivalry and
hatred of potential competitors, especially strangers allegedly competing for
scarce jobs and the resources of the welfare system. Social and racial devalu-
ation of the stranger in conjunction with a compensatory conception of racial
and national superiority offer themselves as strategies for maintaining self-
respect. Thus victims of the “second modernization” create their own victims –
outcasts with even lower status. Humiliation and deprivation of perspective
subvert the normative structure of mutual respect and recognition that con-
stitutes the member of society perspective. Anomie and moral deprivation go
hand-in-hand (Edelstein, 1995, 2000; Krettenauer, 1998).

Modernization and the Rise of Individualism

A number of influential scholars have taken up Durkheim’s theoretical motif
of sociomoral disintegration as a consequence of societal change, but given
it a specific modernistic twist. For Durkheim, the dissolution of collective
mentalities follows the emergence of division of labor in society, to be recon-
stituted as the morality of individuals through education; for these authors it
is the corrosion of institutional bonds or “ligatures” (Dahrendorf) that gives
rise to a new individualism with its various concomitant risks (Beck, 1992;
Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1993; Giddens, 1991). In a regime of weak insti-
tutions in a “society at risk” (Risikogesellschaft; Beck, 1992) the generation
shift and the socialization of the young generation constitutes a specific danger
zone. In Germany, Wilhelm Heitmeyer and his colleagues have devoted their
much cited work to this topic, and analyzed the rise of adolescent right-wing
extremism and violence as a consequence, or as an expression, of the dissolu-
tion of traditional milieus and the corrosion of inherited institutional linkages
and loyalties (Heitmeyer, 1997, 1999; Heitmeyer & Olk, 1990; Heitmeyer
et al., 1992, 1995). The central tenet of Heitmeyer’s theory of individual-
ization is that it leads to the disintegration of the collectively recognized
normative order through increasing competition and, as a consequence, to the
relative deprivation and alienation of the modernization losers. As in all con-
ceptions that explain social change by changing macro–micro relationships,
the family, as the institution providing the link between generations, is taken
to be a major agency of social integration and, failing that, of disintegration.
Thus, the major locus of disintegration in Heitmeyer’s theory is the family,
where reciprocal bonds tend to dissolve under the onslaught of market-driven
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individualistic needs and interests of the individuals composing it. The disso-
lution of the family is double-tiered: changing form (or structure) and emo-
tional disintegration. The change in form is borne out by data on divorce
(approaching, in Germany, one marriage out of two), number of children per
marriage (a number well below the reproduction rate), and the increasing
number of singles, to name but a few indicators. Emotional disintegration
is revealed by the increasing structural deformation of bonds, i.e., by in-
strumentalistic forms of interaction, expressed by laisse-faire emotional dis-
tance instead of the mutual recognition that is the essence of reciprocity. The
consequences are aggravated by increasing education-related delay of auton-
omy and economic independence extended beyond the traditional moratorium
needed for the formation of identity. The effect is increased dependency on
an increasingly flawed system. The intrinsic dynamic of the system thus pro-
duces increasing discrepancy between the organizational principles of the
family and those of the society, with growing tension between the princi-
ples of personal bonding and accepting relationships on the one side, and the
structure of competition on the other. Competition, according to Heitmeyer,
appears under various guises: the competitive nature of performance, both in
the school and on the market; the competitive function of the adoption and
recognition of lifestyles; and the competitive conditions of access to the in-
creasingly identity-defining leisure markets (see Heitmeyer et al., 1995, p. 53).
More and more, individuals have to sustain this dynamic on their own, de-
prived of the supports which the weakened institutions were formerly able to
provide. Thus, with the developing modernization of socio-economic forces,
individuals are exposed to the ever intensified dynamic of the individualizing
dialectic.

Figure 12.1, from Nunner-Winkler (1996), graphically illustrates Heit-
meyer’s explanatory model of the emergence of violence-proneness in youth,
with violence representing the tip-of-the-iceberg phenomenon of adolescent
disaffection. Heitmeyer and his colleagues have used the same basic explana-
tory model for analyzing the various outcomes that interest us in similar fash-
ion in successive publications: right-wing radicalism; political disaffection
and Machiavellism; and violence (Heitmeyer et al., 1992, 1995).

Heitmeyer’s predictions have not always been borne out empirically in the
way he has designed the relation between family variables and incidence of
adolescent deviance (political disaffection, ideology of inequality, right-wing
extremism, and violence), and he has been widely criticized (see Heitmeyer
et al., 1992; Nunner-Winkler, 1996; Tonn, 1998; and the various critiques of
individualization theory in Friedrichs, 1998). This theory should not be under-
stood as a predictive theory forecasting the state of certain individual variables.
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Figure 12.1. Source: after Nunner-Winkler, 1996, p. 406; see Heitmeyer
et al., 1995, pp. 31–82, 410–420.

Rather, it should be viewed as a systemic description of the transition between
generations under the pressure of modernization, deinstitutionalization, and
individualization. Elements that typify the “corrosion of ligatures” charac-
teristic of the individualization climate of modernization interact strongly
with each other, thus providing positive feedback to the corrosive force of
these elements. The consequence, both observed and anticipated, is a sudden
change of the state of the social system. The strength of the theory, taking a
Durkheimian conceptualization of anomie a step beyond Durkheim, should
be seen in a convincing reconstruction of the social psychology of anomie
as generated in certain types of modern families and modern institutions. It
could be strengthened by adding a conception of social causality, in which
strong interaction of elements within a system brings about sudden change in
the system.

Identity Theory

Erik H. Erikson created the classical theory of identity formation across the
lifespan in the context of historical change (Erikson, 1959, 1975). In this
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theory, ego identity is a feeling of trust in the reliable unity and continuity
of the self, mirrored by supportive others – a feeling that provides strength
and motivation for action in the present, and hope and perspective for action
in the future. Basically, therefore, ego identity represents a positive cathexis
of the self together with an adequate perception of and involvement in social
reality (e.g., 1959, p. 94).

However, the normative process of identification both with available mod-
els and with a future enabling the person to develop a vision of a meaningful
and constructive biographical project can be thwarted and turned into flawed
or even negatively charged versions of the project. On the basis of clinical
data, Erikson has described modalities of the family dynamic that lead to
disturbances of identity formation in individuals at various levels or stages of
the process.

The construction of a viable identity generally requires successful reso-
lution of the major conflicts dominating earlier phases in childhood (trust
versus mistrust in early childhood, autonomy versus shame and doubt in
the toddler or play years, initiative versus guilt in the conscience-building
preschool years, industry versus inferiority in the school years). Successful
resolution of the conflict is followed by integration of the strengths and gains
achieved in these phases with the help of supportive structures in families,
preschools, and schools. But adolescence is a particularly vulnerable phase in
the life cycle, and particularly dependent on the social forces, structures, and
institutions in which it is embedded. Erikson has shown how a destructive
family dynamic, such as an authoritarian and repressive relationship between
father and son, may threaten the process of orthogenetic identity formation
and put the son at risk of identity diffusion or disintegration or identification
with the aggressor (Erikson, 1959, ch. 1). In his description, Erikson places
the individual case expressly in the context of historical change, bringing the
psychodynamic origins of the son’s anti-authoritarian rebellion into the socio-
historical and political focus of the present. Thus the clinically identifiable
individual process serves as the base for a generalization to the socio-historic
dynamic, where a group may provide an identity to its members by negatively
cathecting the characteristics of a rejected ethnic group or social class and the
individuals that compose it.

As adolescence sets the stage for the development of a personal identity
and for a person’s integration into groups that provide strength to the ego; and
as adolescence, due to cognitive, social cognitive, and moral potentials, plays
a decisive role in the development of a person’s ideological perspective on self
and society (i.e., for an answer to the questions, “Who am I?” and “Where
do I belong?”), it obviously depends more than earlier phases of identity
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development on the social context in which a person is immersed. Beyond
the family system and classroom peers who constitute the support systems
and the experiential backdrop for the growth of trust, autonomy, initiative,
and to an extent skillful action, the social groups, political organizations,
ideological movements, and socio-historical formations that contribute one
way or the other to the answer now increasingly claim their right of place.
More than before, then, in adolescence a person’s process of identity formation
is increasingly affected, and sometimes torn, by the vectors that dominate the
macro–micro interface.

Collective Identity

In the collection of essays Life History and the Historical Moment, Erikson
(1975) published an essay on the process of collective identity formation
of the protest generation of the 1960s and 1970s. The process is defined as
“a critical phase marked by the reciprocal aggravation of internal conflict
and of societal disorganization” (p. 195) and thus highlights the quality of
macro–micro interaction. Erikson describes the changed material, social, and
cultural context of the new generation, its intellectual and experiential ecol-
ogy, the conditions of a new historical consciousness, a youthful awareness
colored by the cognitive egocentrism that is constitutive of adolescent ide-
ological thought (“a continuation of an egocentric narcissistic orientation
determined to adapt the world to itself and a devotion to idealistic and altru-
istic schemes and codes, whether or not their feasibility can be proved or dis-
proved” (p. 204). Erikson labels this adolescent mode of thinking as the “all or
nothing totalistic (author’s italics) quality of adolescence, which permits many
young people to invest their loyalty in simplistically overdefined ideologies”
(ibid).

The formation of identity feeds on the remains of earlier conflicts that
constitute the milestones of the epigenetic sequence: conflicts about trust and
mistrust, the place and power of the will, the scope of and confidence in
the subjects’ skill, the recognition of individual achievement. The individual
equilibrium thus represents a synthesis of regressive and progressive moments
from the preceding phases of the life cycle. In a cohort, these moments res-
onate in various and biographically specific ways with the collective motifs
that express that generation’s identity or social program.

In the 1960s and 1970s this program, as represented in the minds and
actions of the protest generation’s leadership expresses mistrust in the pre-
vailing academic and political elites, autonomy, will, and readiness for ac-
tion. Although, as in all cohorts and social movements, the collective motif
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is unequally represented by the participating individuals, depending on their
individual psychological heritage that extends from activism and leadership
to the silent acquiescence of mere fellow travelers, a feeling of collective
membership and shared values is sufficient to confer legitimacy on individual
judgment and action, whether in fact it is premoral, amoral, antimoral, or
moral (1975, p. 207).

Negative Identity

Erikson’s analysis dealt with the “humanistic protest movement” of the 1960s
and 1970s that pursued progressive goals of liberation and social justice. But
the terms of his theory are not limited to the analysis of “positive” group
identity. An important part of his work was devoted to the clarification of
identity diffusion – the psychodynamic, developmental, and social conditions
that prevent, impair, or delay a positive resolution of inner conflicts that is
conducive to a healthy or equilibrated identity. In his 1968 publication Identity,
Youth, and Crisis, Erikson provides a clinical account of the structures and
origins of identity diffusion as a semipathological state originating in a more or
less severe regression which produces a developmental crisis in adolescence.
As with the positive contributions of conflict resolutions occurring in the pre-
adolescent phases of the epigenetic sequence, unresolved conflicts contribute,
singly or cumulatively, to the pathography of adolescent failure to develop a
stable identity, generating some variety of identity diffusion instead: negative
reciprocity, based in early mistrust, guilt and weakness, anger, work paralysis,
and depression.

These phenomena may lead to the choice of a negative identity – antag-
onistically cathecting precisely those reference persons and attributes that
the ego fears most intensively to be identified with. The adolescent thus re-
places the weak and ambivalent parent by a cruel and basically desperate
self, a threatening exposure to a significant other’s exercise of will by an ex-
cess of obedience and deference to leadership, the overwhelming pressure for
activity by passive submission, and the taxing expectations of achievement
by either inability to work or criminally offensive acts and norm violations.
Transferring these events from the private to the public space, exclusion from
normal sociability, affiliation with criminal gangs, absorption into authori-
tarian group structures, or the adoption of racist ideologies may provide the
negative substitute for an integrated identity.

The question then arises whether “a critical phase marked by a reciprocal
aggravation of internal conflict and societal organization” (Erikson, 1975,
p. 195) can be identified that may provide an opportunity for an antiprogressive
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right-wing movement of youthful rebels to emerge in parts of German society
beset by specific socio-historical vulnerabilities. We are speaking of East
Germany after the downfall of socialism.

Rise of a Culture of Negative Group Identity

The pivotal concept defining a social role for a youthful cohort is spelled out
by Erikson (1968): “The dominant issue . . . is the assurance that the active,
the selective, ego is in charge and enabled to be in charge by a social struc-
ture which grants a given age group the place it needs – and in which it is
needed” (p. 246). What happens when the social situation subverts this vital
condition?

As will be shown in greater detail below, following unification, for a sub-
stantive segment of the East German population, including a sizeable por-
tion of the young generation, the outlook was anything but rosy. The ex-
pectable overthrow of the political elite had the less expected consequence
of widespread, at least temporary, unemployment among the better educated
who were held responsible for the practices of a police state. Similarly the
bankruptcy of the erstwhile socialist economy led to extensive unemployment.
This was a new and humiliating experience in many families, for mothers no
less than fathers, the former being the most affected victims of the political
upheavals in a country with the world’s most extensive female participation
in the labor force. Glen Elder, in his Children of the Great Depression (1974),
has shown how the experience of parents’ losing their employment affects
their adolescent children, an experience shown to have lifelong consequences
(Elder & Caspi, 1988). The teaching force was purged of its communist cadres,
another authority group to suffer a humiliation witnessed by the young. All
youth organizations were dissolved immediately. Although instrumentalized
by the regime, these had given adolescents representative functions and op-
portunities for action and for leadership and now left an unfilled void. A
school system planned for full employment and academic equality was un-
hesitatingly replaced by a system modelled after the socially selective system
of the West German provinces. This led to extended disaffection among less
successful students now in the lower academic tracks with little hope for
apprenticeships and jobs in a crisis ridden economy. Often the consequence
was an exodus, to the West, of the better qualified youth, leaving the less
qualified behind without perspective in the abandoned industrial strongholds
of the former planned economy. Thus, the former state and its failed socialist
system became the object of shaming and devaluation and with it the biogra-
phies of those who had been responsible for running it, and were loyal to it
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and dependent on it. Contrary to expectation the “takeover by the West” did
not produce the “flowering regions” promised by chancellor Kohl, but, com-
pared to the West, higher rates of unemployment, lower wages and pensions,
fewer economic opportunities, and a breakdown of the birth rate with long-
ranging consequences for the social and educational perspectives of the entire
country.

“Youth . . . is sensitive to any suggestion that it may be hopelessly deter-
mined by what went before in life histories or in history” (Erikson, 1968,
p. 247). One may understand that a situation of humiliation witnessed or ex-
perienced, of opportunities unattained or foregone, of perspectives dimmed
or reserved for others causes anger and resentment among those most affected
by or sensitive to the threat of foreclosure of the future. Whereas the corre-
sponding affect is often turned against those who, according to the terrible
simplifications of the populists, benefit most from an allegedly unfair distri-
bution of welfare (e.g., refugees, Jews, the handicapped), positive cathexis
rebelliously targets those who both the past socialist regime and the present
capitalist society unanimously identify as objects of moral and political shame
and collective guilt. For example, the rebels refuse to share the public denial
that is the essence of civil consensus about Germany’s Nazi past. Thus what
has been rejected and forbidden returns as the object of identification: the con-
cept of the nation and chauvinistic national sentiment (against the foreigners
who allegedly exploit the nation and appropriate for themselves the job op-
portunities illegitimately withheld); the Nazis who, according to the shared
mythology, restored the pride of place to a dispossessed people; feelings and
acts of violence and defiance, symbols and behaviors that confront and negate
the humiliation, exclusion, and hopelessness to which they are themselves ex-
posed. Neo-Nazi identification, anti-Semitism, and xenophobia have become
the hallmark, in the German East, of the ideology of a sizeable group of dis-
possessed and disaffected young people who draw strength, if not comfort,
from a posture of rebellion and nonalignment with the majority culture. This
posture was taken, with contrary intentions by the protesters of the 1970s, and,
if we may believe the testimony of Anna Seghers (1977), the fascist youth of
the 1920s, and perhaps, albeit with a different justification, the suicide squads
of the Palestinian Jihadis. What seems to be common to them all is a vengeful
purpose: after an experience of weakness, loss of control, and deprivation of
meaning, individual or collective, direct or vicarious, to obtain control over
their lives and give it meaning (Skinner, 1996; Frey & Rez, 2002). This is, af-
ter all, the basic developmental function of the formation of identity in youth –
a process failed at the cost of confusion, and sometimes depression and death,
and sometimes won at the cost of one’s life.
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Authoritarian Personality and Attachment Style

Whereas Durkheim’s theory of anomie focused on the sociology of collective
mentalities, Heitmeyer formulated a genetic social psychology of anomie re-
sponding to Beck’s theory of the rise of individualism in an at-risk society
with weak institutional bonds. These theories articulate the background for
an emerging identity crisis in certain groups of young people, whose family
histories corroborate and strengthen the background effects. Increasingly fre-
quent encounters with young right-wing extremists, who seemed to evidence
the character dispositions described in Adorno et al.’s (1950) theory of the
authoritarian personality, caused Hopf and her co-workers (Hopf 1997, Hopf
et al. 1995, 1999) to return to Adorno’s (1950) account of the mechanisms
that generate the authoritarian personality of right-wing extremists. However,
Hopf and her co-authors propose to modify Adorno’s Freudian conceptualiza-
tion of authoritarian submission, authoritarian aggression, and authoritarian
conventionalism which he found to be characteristic of the fascist personality
type. To Hopf the characteristic of aggressively right-wing adolescents today
is authoritarian dominance, the aggressive superiority that is typical of ethno-
centric contempt for others, whether Jews, foreigners, or other disempowered
persons; and anxious and submissive authoritarianism that is characteristic
of the typical followers and fellow travelers of extremist leadership.

Hopf’s innovative contribution to Adorno’s theory consists in a modifi-
cation or substitution of the central mechanism of parent idealization, which
according to Adorno is mainly responsible for the development of the authori-
tarian personality. Hopf proposes attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969), as it has
been developed beyond Bowlby toward a theory of adult attachment (e.g.,
Main & Goldwyn, 1994), in order to explain the essential cathectic processes
that lead to the authoritarian, ethnocentric, and aggressive dispositions of the
extremist individual. To account for the psychodynamic origin of authoritarian
extremism, Hopf proposes to add to the repertoire of attachment already estab-
lished in attachment theory (secure, anxious-insecure, ambivalent-insecure,
disorganized-insecure) the process of detachment, a dismissive–defensive pat-
tern of attachment. Detached individuals disactivate their feelings and expe-
riences with parents by repressing their memories of painful, provocative, or
shaming interactions with them, by devaluation of the experience and dero-
gation of the individuals.

This pattern places the detached individual in stark contrast to the securely
attached person who is able to freely evaluate even hostile or critical rela-
tionships with the parents. Hopf found a rather close correlation between the
denial of problems with parents as represented by the detached pattern of
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attachment and right-wing extremist attitudes including authoritarian domi-
nance and ethnocentric aggression.

In an overview of studies of attachment and antisocial behavior, Van
Ijzendoorn (1997) corroborated the relationship between a detached pattern
of attachment, authoritarianism, (low) morality, and criminal behavior in ado-
lescence and young adulthood. Similar to Hopf (Hopf et al., 1995), Van
Ijzendoorn (1995), in a study of Californian undergraduates, found “dis-
missing” subjects to score highest on the scale of authoritarian attitudes.
Attachment in this study was measured with the Adult Attachment Interview
(Hesse & Van Ijzendoorn, 1997), and authoritarian attitude with the Altemeyer
Inventory of Authoritarian Attitudes (1988). Insecure children, the authors
conclude, have unfulfilled needs for basic trust. As a consequence, they fail to
develop genuine trust and empathic concerns for others. This deficit matches
Erikson’s first phase of unresolved crisis in the epigenetic cycle. In serious
cases, moral reasoning is absent, aggression is intensive, and deviant behavior
frequent (see Van Ijzendoorn, 1997, p. 721ff). This matches Erikson’s second
phase, unresolved crisis of autonomy and the will. The psychological mech-
anism of detachment identified by Hopf at the base of authoritarian idealiza-
tion (identification) would define operationally the input from family history
to adolescent identity crisis, and especially the choice of negative identity.
This may contribute toward explaining the uncanny violence and absence
of empathy with the victims found among neo-Nazi persecutors of ethnic
strangers, homeless people, and other outsiders who have been brutally kicked
to death by adolescent right-wing thugs devoid of feelings of empathy or
compassion.

Why should adolescents in the East of Germany be so much more prone to
aggressive authoritarianism than those from the West, as the survey data show
them to be? To explore the reasons, Hopf and her co-authors engaged in a sub-
tle analysis of the social psychology of the pre- and post-transition GDR. The
major thrust of their analysis is that, rather than insecurity grounded in loss of
orientation due to the modernization of a conservative system (Heitmeyer’s
general model), the widespread hostility to strangers, even in the former
GDR4, can be traced back to the security needs and the quest for authority
and guidance that appears deeply rooted in the personalities of East German
xenophobes. These personality dispositions, according to Hopf et al. (1999),
developed as a response to the conventionalist and conformist, rule-oriented

4 In a 1990 survey of the German Youth Institute (DJI) 42% of the East German
adolescent sample declared their hostility to foreigners, as against 26% of
the West German adolescents.
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and frequently loveless institutionalized child rearing and socialization system
in the GDR, where children of working mothers – remember that most East
German women were in the work force – were placed in crêches even at very
young ages. Kindergartens and preschools and other full-day institutions fol-
lowed. Often rearing habits in these institutions were strict and authoritarian.
Experiences of early separation from parents and lack of emotional support
and nuturing must have been quite frequent. Conversely, the dominant model
of a happy socialist childhood was intolerant of the expression of negative
moods, anger, or depressive feelings, and complaints and tantrums were sup-
pressed. As early as 1970, an East German psychiatrist apparently identified
an emotional block or inhibition (“Gefühlsstau”) that could lead to aggres-
sive or violent discharge against underdogs or strangers, once social control
broke down or opportunities for venting anger arose (Maaz, 1990, 1993). To
sum up, public institutions may have taken over parental functions including
conflictual ones in early childhood; children in the GDR reportedly suffered
more from emotional stress and repression than did children in the West; a
consequence of their collective psychological heritage was the development
of more vulnerable personalities (Hopf et al., 1999, pp. 84–96). The structural
analogy to the lifespan effects on vulnerable children of the Great Depres-
sion is quite striking (Elder, 1974; Elder & Caspi, 1988). Consequently, with
the experience of the GDR gradually running out, in the generation coming
of age after the turn of the millennium this particular conflict ought to lose
its force presently unless other causes and conditions ensure its continued
existence.

Some Conclusions

Durkheim accentuated the function of a reliable social order for the moral
stabilization of the individual. For him, the disruption of the social order in
the upheavals of modernization, with the advent of industrial capitalism and
its regime of divided labor and flexible institutions, made necessary a new
internalized cognitive and moral competence to process the relativity and
abstractness of experience and the growth and change of social reality on
which experience hinges. He did not, as we do today, recognize the role that
the anticipation of the future plays in the stabilization of the moral order. Major
disruptions of modernization in the age of globalization are due to the threats
of a future that may get out of control. No group is more vulnerable to the
promises, and conversely to the threats, of the future than the adolescents who
depend on its opportunities for the realization of their hopes and potentials.
Conversely, no group is more amenable to anomie in the face of disorder than
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adolescents whose lives have not yet crystallized in the institutional patterns
that society provides for the adult life course. They are doubly sensitive to
disruptions that affect both the present and the future.

While Durkheim’s theory sharpens our perception of the collective vulner-
abilities of adolescence due to the havoc played by diminished expectations
and increased insecurity in the present and future, Beck’s and Heitmeyer’s
accounts of risk and dissolution of institutional bonds depict the more imme-
diate conditions under which vulnerable individuals have to labor. The secular
ascendance of individualism serves, in Heitmeyer’s theory, as a backdrop for
an increasing number of instrumentalistic and disaggregative families that
raise egoistic, potentially extremist, and violent offspring. Following the lead
of Durkheim’s theory, the anomie due to the disruption of traditional patterns
and institutionalizations of solidarity (“the corrosion of ligatures” described
by Krettenauer, 1998) exposes adolescence to the experience of a puzzling
“pluralization of options” together with a disenchanting threat of failure under
the duress of individualistic competition. Erikson’s theory of the adolescent
identity process reconstructs the developmental conditions and inner struc-
tures of adolescent vulnerability and socio-historic conflict converging in a
collective crisis. To complement this account, a study of the authoritarian
character in adolescents discloses the type of family relationships and repre-
sentations (i.e., the patterns of detachment) that, given the secular trend and
the socio-cultural situation, appear to catalyze the rise of right-wing extrem-
ism, both aggressive and active and submissive and passive.

Is there a “best fit” between the phenomena and the explanatory concepts?
All four theories represent plausible approaches and none contradicts the
other. In effect, however, their points of attack are differentially appropriate
to different aspects of the problem.

Individualization theory with its emphasis on the transformation of the
family and the long-term increase of anomic loss of trust and lack of faith in
the future among the losers of the modernization race has a better fit with the
situation in the old Federal Republic. Perhaps other consolidated postindus-
trial societies of the West, to an increasing extent, face the effects of rapid
social and economic transformation and the concomitant corrosion of tradi-
tion, of patterns of institutional loyalties, and of the validity claims of subjec-
tively binding moral rules. There are reasons to assume that the cumulative
impact of these developments may have breakthrough effects on vulnerable
adolescents.

Vulnerability may be spurred by socialization in family systems that exhibit
certain patterns of attachment relationships, which, under different socio-
cultural conditions might have generated nonpolitical types of delinquency
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(Hirschi, 1969; Sykes & Matza, 1957), as they certainly continue to do. These
are families that tend to foster instrumentalistic types of relationships, coupled
with strongly hedonistic needs and violence-prone behavioral strategies of
self-assertion that defy integration into any socio-moral order beyond mere
conventionalism. Vulnerability may also be spurred by an experience of school
that combines the pressure of competition with the deprivation of meaning of
curricular content.

For vulnerable individuals and groups, alienation may lead to outrage, cyni-
cism, rebelliousness, and violent rejection of the normative expectation that
others (the adult world, the representatives of society) hold for them. Action
competence and self-efficacy needs may turn for satisfaction to destructive ac-
tion and physical violence. Disempowerment and feelings of powerlessness,
emptiness, and hopelessness may seek compensation and relief in short-lived
bouts of action that turn everyone’s attention on them and grant them delu-
sions of grandeur for a while. It may lead to an amenability to ideological
constructions that compensate for feelings of inferiority, seduce individuals to
seek support and protection in authoritarian groups or organizations that pro-
vide a feeling of strength, and promote the adoption of racist ideologies that
provide an illusion of superiority. Although we tend to think of those products
of adolescent anomie that frighten and annoy us most, because they interfere
disruptively with our lives and our plans, Durkheim was more concerned with
the inability to live without a stable moral order. We need to extend our con-
cern to those adolescents who respond to the moral disorder of society by
hopelessness, depression, and death (Seligman, 1975). Durkheim saw them
as the true victims of anomie. Perhaps more inconspicuous but hardly less
worrisome than the right-wing rebels, kids suffering with depression populate
the schools by the thousands.

The notion of increasing anomie among adolescents seems to fit rather
well the socio-cultural situation prevailing in the East European societies and
in East Germany. The former communist societies have experienced a sud-
den breakdown of their social and institutional order, a general devaluation
of previously dominant values, among which social solidarity ranked high.
Moreover, the former citizens of these states have experienced large-scale
disruption of the pattern of individual lives, including the reliabilities and
securities that used to protect people’s lives from poverty, risk, and threats
to health and survival. Everyday loyalties and trust have been jeopardized
by the questioning of more or less everyone’s past relationships through the
disclosure of the previous regime of social and police control. These societies
are characterized by the downfall of the former elites who had competed for
recognition in deference to a system of criteria and assessments now rejected
as unjust or dysfunctional, or both. This did away with large segments of



P1: KaD
0521826187c12.xml CB814B/Pillemer 0 521 82618 7 April 25, 2005 6:56

Right-Wing Culture among German Youth 341

the former academic, managerial, and political elites. An effective economic
takeover by new stakeholders swiftly eliminated the previous economic sys-
tem together with its protagonists.

In East Germany, and elsewhere, many parents were devalued as author-
ities, many fathers, and even more mothers, lost their jobs. Many teachers
were eliminated for their former allegiances and loyalties. The youth orga-
nizations with their leisure activities and support systems vanished from the
scene, and the internal opposition, the former dissidents, mostly disappeared
in the upheavals of the transition. Unprepared after half a century of stag-
nation and after decades of enforcement of an authoritarian, but all things
considered, widely shared political order, a deep experience of discontinuity
must have produced what, to a Durkheimian view of the world, looks like
anomic disruption.

Under the title “Die Quittung” (“the penalty”) Franziska Augstein, in the
reputed conservative newspaper Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, described
the inner relation between unification and neo-Nazi actionism (September 16,
2000). She placed her diatribe under the telling heading “the humiliated
East”:

We should not be surprised at the expansion of right-wing radicalism.
In their great majority, the citizens of the GDR were systematically
humiliated after 1989. Not everybody is compromised politically, but
almost everyone has made the experience of being cheated one way or
other by the West. For 10 years East Germans have labored under the
need to boost their egos, confronted with an image of dumb inferiority
compared to the competent and clever West Germans. It is not adolescent
unemployment that is the source of right-wing radicalism in the Eastern
provinces, but the diminution experienced due to the unemployment
of the parents, their loss of orientation, their resentment, the fact that
they can raise no claim to the exercise of authority. An adolescent who
observes that parents are deprived of dignity will look for other models
and standards for his orientation. Surreptitiously, the parents approve of
the misdeeds of their children.

What we have here is a description of relative deprivation as a product of
the transgenerational process of anomie consecutive to the breakdown of
the established social and social psychological order. Years ago the novel-
ist Anna Seghers wrote a powerful reconstruction of the interlocking pro-
cesses of collective and individual deprivation: The story of Fritz Müller’s
biographical trajectory through his post–World War I childhood, school ex-
perience, through his cohort’s experience of unemployment and absorption
into the brutal Nazi trooper organization and, finally, into the moral depriva-
tion in Hitler’s legions. No scientific description could provide a more vivid,
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comprehensive, and precise account of the structural constraints and bio-
graphical predicaments of a Nazi career: Ein Mensch wird Nazi (A Person
Turns Nazi, Seghers, 1977).

Long Processes and Situational Factors

We have pleaded the case of interlocking systemic reasons for the rise and
prevalence of right-wing extremism. There is “the long process” of reflex-
ive modernization (Beck): individualization and dissolution of institutional
stability in the West. There is the sudden post-unification breakdown in East
Germany. There are the semi-universal processes of identity formation in ado-
lescents, that, under inauspicious conditions, both historical and individual,
may lead to the constitution of negative identities, and their rise to collective
cultural dominance. And there are the specific family histories of authoritar-
ian personalities active in response to opportunity structures in both social
systems in Germany. As mentioned earlier, Erikson’s notion of the histori-
cal moment points to the fact that processes of long duration in conjunction
with the socio-cultural situation in a given present affect the vulnerabilities
and motivational sensitivities of families and individuals. These causal chains
generate probabilities not determinations. Individuals who might be affected
are exempt, because they benefit from (social or psychological) protective fac-
tors and mechanisms. Others, vulnerable in spite of beneficial backgrounds,
fall prey to a barbarous commitment: the historical moment is populated by
catalytic forces that have not been mentioned yet. Whereas an entire society –
but not every individual – is affected by the operation of long-term structural
change, and similarly a sudden social breakdown may affect an entire cohort –
but not all its members – both the change and the sudden breakdown influ-
ence individuals differentially as a function of their vulnerabilities. To gain
a better understanding of these differential vulnerabilities it seems necessary
to describe briefly a number of factors of limited reach that exert a collateral
influence on the emergence or the crystallizing of right-wing attitudes and
personality dispositions in the present socio-cultural situation.

Social Class and Situational Factors

Augstein (2000) in her piece about the humiliation of East Germans after the
reunification contends that neo-Nazism is not a cause fought by the under-
privileged. It has indeed been pointed out by various authors (e.g., Willems,
Eckert et al., 1993) that often radical right-wing activists do have jobs or
apprenticeships, normal families, and a vocational future. Augstein’s point
is that it is not absolute (economic) but relative (psychological) deprivation
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Table 12.1. Ethnocentrism/Xenophobia by Social Class in Percent

Ethnocentrism Index (High / Medium / Low)

High Medium Low All1 High Medium Low All1

Parent’s SES West Germany East Germany

Low 17.6 54.9 27.5 10.6 31.3 49.1 19.6 33.9
Middle 12.1 55.9 32.0 71.5 21.9 49.6 28.4 35.7
High 6.2 41.9 51.9 17.9 13.3 47.9 38.8 30.4

11.7 53.3 35.1 100 22.5 48.9 28.6 100

1 Percentage of SES group in total population from Hopf, 1994.

of humiliated East Germans that is causally effective in the rise of the right.
As we have seen, much is to be said for this point. Yet, it must not be taken
too far. Other data do disclose how the extremist syndrome, especially in
its xenophobic and anti-Semitic versions is indeed typical among the under-
privileged. Sturzbecher (1997, 2001; Sturzbecher & Freytag, 2000) has shown
that extremist attitudes, xenophobia, and anti-Semitism is much more frequent
in the lower tracks of secondary schools and in vocational schools than in
preacademic tracks, both in Brandenburg (East) and in Northrhine-Westfalia
(West), although twice as frequent in the East than in the West. W. Hopf (1994)
has given the relation between ethnocentrism and socio-economic inequality
special attention and demonstrated that, notwithstanding explanations derived
from anomie, modernization and individualization theory, or from family so-
cialization, the data show a significant contribution of social class, and thus
highlight a significant part played in the process by socio-economic inequal-
ity. Using the example of ethnocentrism, the distribution across social classes
for East Germany shows that xenophobia nearly doubles the frequencies in
the West. With increasing status, the number of those low on the variable
increases and of those high on the variable decreases, although less so in the
East. Conversely, the table shows that extreme ethnocentric attitudes increase
with descending class position. (See Table 12.1.)

Ethnocentrism

Xenophobia, ethnocentrism, and hate of strangers are indicators of a rightist
mentality; presumably ethnocentrism constitutes the mental set within which
extremist positions thrive. It has often been said that the extremist movement,
with its characteristic hate of strangers, its anti-Semitism, authoritarian and
nationalist orientations, and, in the extreme case, racist violence, “originates
in the midst of society.” Hopf’s data disclose a surprising extent of at least
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“moderate” ethnocentrism also in the middle and upper classes which testi-
fies to the truth of this assertion. Recently the government of the province
of Sachsen-Anhalt (in East Germany) released a youth report corroborating
that more than one third of the adolescents in the province harbor hostile
feelings toward strangers. Similarly, in the IEA Civics Study just released
German secondary school students (eighth graders) figure as the most hos-
tile to foreigners of all the 28 school populations studied (Torney-Purta et al.,
2001). These disheartening data are clearly in need of different or at least sup-
plementary explanatory models than those provided by absolute or relative
deprivation, anomie, or a disturbing family dynamic. All of these appear more
appropriate to a tip of the iceberg than to a mainstream phenomenon. Whereas
the former seems to indicate specific vulnerabilities that respond to disequi-
librating processes, the latter needs explanations “from the midst of society.”

What could be the nature of such explanations? There is, at present, no
solid research base from which conclusions could be derived. Some conjec-
tures may be justified, however. Various experts have argued that in the early
1990s the campaign of the Christian Democratic Party (CDU, the conser-
vatives) aiming at the curtailment of the constitutional right to asylum for
political refugees has biased the political climate against tolerance for for-
eigners in the country (Ahlheim & Heger, 2000; Butterwegge, 1995, 2001;
Tonn, 1998). In fact, the refugees seeking asylum in the country by appeal to
the constitutional right of refuge (established after World War II as a response
to Nazi persecution of minorities) have long been accused of abusing their
social and economic privilege. In 1999 the conservatives in the Province of
Hessen won the provincial elections by staging a populist campaign against
the naturalization of immigrants, a legal possibility introduced by the center-
left governmental majority of the Bundestag. In a climate of apprehension
about jobs and layoffs and the future of work, many voters would react to the
insinuations of a “the boat is full” message and focus their anxieties on the vi-
carious foreign victims transforming their apprehensions about the economy
and the labor market into hostility toward presumed competitors.

Anti-Semitism

Whereas the conditions of the labor market may combine working-class ap-
prehensions and resentments in a mix of self-protective authoritarian anti-
foreigner feelings, the anti-Semitic component of the extremism syndrome is
in need of a different explanation. Jews, a tiny minority, are practically absent
from the everyday experience of Germans. Anti-Semitism could hardly be part
of socially induced resentment, unless the policy of financial compensation
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for persecution suffered by Jewish victims of the Nazis has added resentment
to guilt. This may be a consequence of the publicity of the conjoint efforts by
German industry and government to establish, 50 years after the end of the
Third Reich, a funding agency to compensate Jewish as well as other slave
laborers for the exploitation suffered in the German war effort. Jewish class
suits in the United States, Jewish negotiators with the German government,
and the fact that the political representation of German Jewry has spoken
up on various issues in Germany has achieved a saliency for Jews and Jew-
ish issues that is quite out of proportion with their numbers. The resentment
may further feed on the fact of earlier restitution (Wiedergutmachung) for the
persecution and dispossession of Jews by the Nazi regime and a widespread
feeling that the present generation does not, in fact, owe Jews anything and
that, at long last, a line (Schlussstrich) should finally be drawn. Resentments
about the role played by the Jews in the politics of memory about the Nazi
regime do not seem affected by the fact that many of the slave laborers to be
compensated by the fund are not Jewish.5

Violence

Certainly, violence has a history or social psychological causality of its own,
separately from the sources of resentment. The incidence of violence against
strangers and other victims has increased substantively according to po-
lice reports, but schools and social workers also report increases (Melzer &
Schubarth, 1995). Eckert and his coworkers (Willems, Würtz, & Eckert, 1998;
Willems, Eckert et al., 1993) have studied adolescent group violence for years
and pointed out the persistence of the traditional dynamic of violence in de-
viant groups. On the one hand the authors caution against too quick and easy
acceptance of the reported increase, as the statistics may be biased by height-
ened awareness or by changes in the classification practices of the police.
On the other hand it is difficult to ward off perceptions of increased aggres-
siveness in the socio-cultural environment, from soccer hooliganism to fights
between members of different ethnic groups in streets or school yards.

In spite of frequent denials the case for media effects is gradually being
corroborated. For one, TV viewing time has increased over the past decades,
reaching an estimated average of about 18,000 hours by the end of high school
in the United States, and, according to German estimates, some 14,000 hours

5 Most recently there are hints that the Israeli–Palestinian conflict is contribut-
ing to a renewed anti-Semitic sentiment in Germany, but this issue has not
been surveyed so far.



P1: KaD
0521826187c12.xml CB814B/Pillemer 0 521 82618 7 April 25, 2005 6:56

346 Wolfgang Edelstein

by age 15. According to a recent estimate, American youngsters have viewed
some 200,000 violent acts by the age of 18, with TV and video games com-
bined. With the expansive proliferation of violent video games and TV, and
movies clearly featuring more violent scenes than in earlier times, a number
of effects are plausible: violent conflict may be perceived as merely con-
ventional, sensitivity to violence may be blunted, violence may be induced
more easily in vulnerable or aggression-prone individuals, and lower thresh-
olds may obtain regarding models of violent expression of hostility (Van der
Voort, 1986, p. 94), or any of those effects in conjunction. In recent studies a
causal relationship has been established between the viewing of violent videos
and other violent media and right-wing extremist attitudes both in East and
in West Germany (Weiß, 2000). The same author has adduced evidence that
skinheads view violent videos three times more frequently than the average
in a sample of high school students (n = 950) (Weiß, 2000, pp. 169–70). This
suggests a complex relationship between the viewing of violent material and
the mental and physical stances of these (and certainly also other) groups of
viewers. Violent input, it seems, is both sought out by and influencing violent
viewers. It should be noted that exposure to TV, videos, and electronic games
has social, political, and moral content beyond violence as well as effects be-
yond violence, effects that may be more far reaching than violence. Finally, the
effects of the militant, aggression-arousing music popular among right-wing
adolescents should not be minimized (Eyerman, 2000; Borstel, 1998). Suffice
it to merely mention the widespread disaffection with school and education
especially in the lower tracks of secondary schools, discussed earlier in this
paper. Dissatisfaction, alienation, and frustration provide a breeding ground
for extremist attitudes, perhaps offering a compensation for the corresponding
feelings of inferiority and exclusion (Edelstein, 2000).

Inadequate Countermeasures

Could there have been a protection against the surge of anomie, resentment,
and hostility and the corrosion of democratic rules of conflict resolution that
used to contain violent action in many cases and now tends to go uninhib-
ited and is even justified by a vicious ideology? Whereas the consequences
of the breakdown in East Germany might have been mitigated by providing
attractive substitutes for the abolished youth organizations and/or by construc-
tive programs in the schools, the scattered attempts to react to the situation
were quite insufficient to counter the onslaught. At times it seems even to
have helped the radicals reach their goals. Thus the Center for Democratic
Culture has reported on the failure of so-called noncontrolling social work
(akzeptierende Sozialarbeit) to resist the takeover, by right-wing groups, of
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community-owned and community-run youth clubs in East Germany. The
same source reports on widespread acceptance of right-wing youth activities
and even violent or criminal acts against blacks or foreign refugees among
the local population of small towns, and of instances of collusion of the
local administrations (Wagner, 1999; Borstel, 1998). A recent appraisal in
Psychologie heute (the German version of Psychology Today) blamed the
most extensive attempt at large-scale response to adolescent violence in the
East, the government funded so-called AgAG program (Aktionsgemeinschaft
gegen Aggression und Gewalt: Action against Aggression and Violence) for
entertaining completely unreasonable notions about the causes of violence
and correspondingly mistaken choices of strategies to combat it, more in
line with the professional ideologies of social work than with the social and
psychological realities motivating adolescent violence (Kersten, 2000).

The groundswell of collusionary “loyalty to our children,” which at times
seems to have tamed even police action and court decisions, has been accom-
panied by proclamations of “nationally liberated zones” by the organized
right. The very term acknowledges the cultural permeation achieved by the
right-wing activists – as recognized by the deeply worried Speaker of the
German Bundestag. An openly right-wing periodical Junge Freiheit (Young
Freedom), which aspires to provide an intellectually competent guidance for
right-wing activity, in 1999 sported an ironic but significant reference to
Gramsci’s theory of cultural subversion. Together with the pervasive orga-
nizational appeal of nationalist rock music and intensive internet communi-
cation, the radical right has established a wide-ranging network of people,
communications, and activities that approaches achieving something like an
organizational base. In spite of a network of youth clubs sponsored, for ex-
ample, by the Kinder- und Jugendstiftung (Children and Youth Foundation, a
consortium raising and coordinating foundation grants and public money) and
the RAAs (regional action centers for the integration of foreigners, financed
mainly by private foundations), these initiatives are far from sufficient to
counter the quantitative increase and the growing acceptance of right-wing
activities. Clearly an overarching policy is needed that takes seriously the
effects that deep and far-reaching processes of social change work on the
identities, mentalities, and moral dispositions of young people.6

6 Beginning in the winter of 2000–2001 a number of government initiatives
have begun to fund a number of programs of protection of victims, support of
participants in right-wing groups who wish to “exit,” and various “alliances”
for tolerance and against racism, xenophobia, and violence. A program in
support of “learning democracy in schools” funded by the Federal Ministry
of Education and Research and by 12 German provinces (Länder) was started
in fall 2002 (Edelstein & Fauser, 2001).
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DDR–Überlegungen und Hypothesen zu den Bedingungen der Ausländerfeindlichkeit
von Jugendlichen in den neuen Bundesländern. In P. Kalb, K. Sitte, & C. Petry (Eds.),
Rechtsextremistische Jugendliche–was tun? 5. Weinheimer Gespräch. (pp. 80–120).
Weinheim: Beltz-Verlag, S.

Hopf, W. (1994). Rechtsextremismus von Jugendlichen: Kein Deprivationsproblem?
Zeitschrift für Sozialisationsforschung und Erziehungssoziologie 14, 194–211.

Kersten, J. (2000). Rechte Gewalt in Deutschland: “Dieser Wagon ist nur für Weiße!”
Psychologie heute 27, 10, 46–51.

Kovacheva, S., & Wallace, C. (1994). Why do youth revolt? Youth and Policy 44,
7–20.

Krettenauer, T. (1998). Gerechtigkeit als Solidarität. Entwicklungsbedingungen sozialen
Engagements im Jugendalter. Weinheim: Deutscher Studien Verlag.

Maaz, H.-J. (1990). Der Gefühlsstau. Ein Psychogramm der DDR. Berlin: Argon.
Maaz, H.-J. (1993). Gewalt, Rassismus und Rechtsextremismus in den östlichen
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13 Learning Potential Assessment

Where Is the Paradigm Shift?

Alex Kozulin

Learning potential assessment (LPA) is only slightly younger than intelligence
testing itself. In the early 1930s Lev Vygotsky (1934/1986) in Russia and
Andre Rey (1934) in Switzerland made clear statements in favor of LPA
procedures. As shown in recent reviews (Lidz, 1987; Weidl, Guthke, and
Wigenfeld, 1995) even the period between the 1940s and the 1960s that
appeared to be totally dominated by the psychometric approach had its share of
LPA attempts. Finally in the 1960s, on the wave of widespread dissatisfaction
with the existent psychometric intelligence tests, LPA approaches became
operationalized (Budoff and Friedman, 1964; Feuerstein and Shalom, 1968)
and started forming a field of their own (Campbell and Carlson, 1995; Kozulin
and Falik, 1995). Yet at the beginning of the 21st century, 70 years since
its theoretical inception and 30 years since its operationalization, LPA still
remains a rather marginal form of assessment as compared to the dominant
psychometric IQ approach. In terms of Kuhn’s (1970) theory of scientific
revolutions, the paradigm shift failed to take place. In this chapter, I will
attempt to answer the question of why to the present time the LPA paradigm
has not succeeded in dislodging the psychometric paradigm.

The Concept of LPA

Since its inception in the work of Binet and Simon, the concept of intelligence
testing was closely connected to the task of evaluating the learning abilities
of children and adults. The initial impulse for Binet’s work came from the
practical task of creating more appropriate educational conditions for children
with different learning abilities. Moreover, Binet suggested that mental testing
would be rather meaningless if it were unable to propose strategies for the
improvement of children’s performance.

352
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“I have always believed that intelligence can, to some extent, be taught,
can be improved in every child, and I deplore the pessimism that this ques-
tion often evokes. There is a frequent prejudice against the educability of
intelligence . . . Some contemporary philosophers seem to have given their
moral support to such lamentable verdicts, asserting that intelligence is a
fixed quantity, a quantity that cannot be increased. We must protest and re-
act against this brutal pessimism and show that it has no foundation” (Binet,
1909, quoted in Campione, 1996, p. 227).

Thus, from the very beginning, the assessment of intellectual abilities, at
least in children, was undertaken not for its own sake but because it has pre-
dictive value regarding children’s learning ability. It is not surprising, there-
fore, that the initial, and some of the later criticisms of IQ testing, focused
on the wisdom of using IQ scores instead of attempting a direct assessment
of the child’s learning ability (see Lidz, 1987). The issue, however, becomes
more complicated in the absence of commonly accepted definitions and dis-
tinctions between intelligence and learning. Intuitively we understand that a
person can be a quick and efficient learner and yet a mediocre intellectual, and
that a person with sharp and creative intellect can be rather slow and hesitant in
learning new skills and operations. In a more general sense, if one accepts that
learning is predominantly acquisition, and intellect is predominantly opera-
tion, then there is an inevitable difference between these two spheres of mental
activity. In their recent review of dynamic testing Grigorenko and Sternberg
(1998, p. 92) confirmed this observation concluding that “it is quite common
to find children who show good cognitive test results but have a slow rate of
learning and vice versa.” That is why it is important to mention that many of
the proponents of LPA use the term learning potential interchangeably with
that of intellectual potential, and dynamic cognitive assessment as a syn-
onym of LPA (Lidz, 1987). In both cases the assessment procedure includes a
learning phase. The outcome, however, can be interpreted differently–either
as a cognitive change or as a measure of learning ability. This issue will be
discussed later in connection with the still ambiguous status of LPA.

For the 1920s and 1930s it would be imprecise to speak about LPA chal-
lenging the IQ testing, for the simple reason that the standard form of psycho-
metric assessment had not yet been firmly established, at least not in Europe.
One should rather speak about two different versions of mental testing. It is of
interest, therefore, to examine why the IQ-type of assessment won this initial
competition.

One of the more eloquent and practical suggestions in favor of LPA assess-
ment was made by the Swiss psychologist Andre Rey (1934). He proposed
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basing the evaluation of learning ability on directly observable learning
processes. Using as a model the task of finding one removable peg among
nine pegs on the board, Rey showed that registration of the sequence of con-
secutive trials not only provides information about the child’s learning ability
but also about the change in the child’s strategy. Rey thus introduced two
parameters that were destined to play the central role in the LPA concepts:
process orientation and experiential component within the testing situation.
While IQ testing focuses on the product of the children’s reasoning embodied
in the number of correctly solved problems, LPA shifts emphasis on assessing
the process of reaching the solution both quantitatively, i.e., the number of
trials, and qualitatively, i.e., the strategy used, the type of errors, etc. Ulti-
mately the process-oriented assessment may inform us about the type and
quality of children’s learning processes. The introduction of learning into the
test procedure turns it from reactive into active. In the IQ assessment situa-
tion children respond to the given problem by using knowledge, strategies,
and skills that they already possess. In contrast, the assessment procedure
suggested by Rey allows children to develop problem-solving competence
in the process of assessment. Thus children’s activity, rather than children’s
reaction, becomes the target of assessment.

An even more far reaching version of the LPA approach was proposed
by Vygotsky (1934/1986; see also Minick, 1987; van der Veer and Valsiner,
1991; Chaiklin, 2003). Vygotsky’s concept of the zone of proximal develop-
ment (ZPD) suggests that it is important to assess the child’s problem-solving
ability in the situation of cooperative activity with adults or more competent
peers. Such an approach reflects Vygotsky’s fundamental belief that social
forms of activity form the matrix of children’s development (see Kozulin,
1990, 1998). Vygotsky believed that the normal learning situation for a child
is a socially meaningful cooperative activity. New psychological functions of
the child originate on this interpersonal plane and only later are internalized
and transformed to become the child’s inner psychological processes. Thus the
situation of collaborative or assisted problem solving creates conditions for
the development of the new psychological functions. For a certain period of
time these functions are not mature enough to be displayed by children in their
independent problem-solving. However, in the testing situation that includes
cooperation and help, children are capable of demonstrating the emergent
functions that have not been internalized yet. The ZPD “contains” functions
that are currently in a state of being formed. As to the application of the no-
tion of ZPD to mental testing, Vygotsky suggested charting individual ZPD’s
for children by comparing their performance under solitary conditions with
performance during the assisted problem solving. For the future discussion it
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is important to mention that Vygotsky suggested a wide range of interactive
interventions to be used during ZPD assessment, such as asking leading ques-
tions, modeling, starting to solve the task and asking the child to continue,
and so on, but he produced no standardized procedure for the ZPD assess-
ment. Moreover, Vygotsky left open the question about the possible targets
of LPA: As an illustration of the processes in ZPD he mentioned both gen-
eral problem solving and school-based skills. Adherence to a spirit of LPA
rather than elaboration of a set of standardized LPA procedures for a long
time remained characteristic of the work done by Vygotsky’s followers in
Russia, e.g., Luria (1961). Thus, Vygotsky’s contribution should be viewed
as paradigmatic, rather than methodological.

Through his notion of ZPD Vygotsky introduced a number of important
parameters of LPA: interactivity, emphasis on developing functions, and the
gain-score based on the comparison of the results of aided and indepen-
dent performance. If Rey suggested allowing the child to learn during the
testing procedure, Vygotsky moved further forward by suggesting an active
intervention on the part of adults as an integral component of the assessment
procedure. The child’s learning ceases to be a property of the child and, within
the ZPD, becomes an expression of his or her ability to function within the
socio-cultural context. In a sense the entire orientation of mental assessment
is changing from that of measuring what the child is capable of doing at the
present time, to what kind and what amount of interaction between the child
and adults can produce the results that the child is currently incapable of
producing him or herself.

Taking into account such an impressive beginning it seems puzzling that
the LPA approach made little progress in the period from the 1930s through
the 1960s. In the case of Vygotsky the answer seems to be rooted in very
special conditions under which the field of psychological assessment found
itself in Russia during this period. While in the 1920s and early 1930s Soviet
psychologists and educators experimented with a wide variety of assessment
techniques, in 1936 this experimentation came to a rather abrupt end. A special
state decree was promulgated banning all forms of psychometric assessment –
relevant courses were removed from the university curricula, books and jour-
nals on psychological assessment were locked up in special archives (see
Bauer, 1968; Kozulin, 1984; van der Veer and Valsiner, 1991). This nearly
total ban of all forms of psychological assessment did not prevent Vygotsky’s
followers from using some of his ideas about ZPD in their practice. What they
were denied, however, was the professional infrastructure, i.e., public discus-
sions, publications, and conferences. Contact with Western specialists was
completely severed. Moreover, when Vygotsky’s theory became acceptable
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again in the USSR in the 1960s, this liberalization was not extended toward
the issue of psychological assessment. Thus for a long time Vygotskian psy-
chology was denied opportunity to develop a full scale LPA program and its
influence on the world psychological community was minimal.

If such a socio-political explanation seems adequate in the case of
Vygotsky’s version of LPA, it is obviously inapplicable to Rey’s case. There
was no psychological censorship in Switzerland and no state decrees against
psychological assessment techniques. Yet, Rey’s LPA proposal of 1934 re-
mained unheeded. One may think of two possible reasons for this. One is that
Rey himself was not particularly insistent on using the LPA procedure. He
contributed to a wide range of psychological and clinical disciplines (e.g., Rey,
1969) and by no means can be called a person consistently focused on LPA.
It seems symptomatic for example that when Rey (1941, 1959) introduced
a new assessment technique for a study of spatial perception and planning,
which eventually became popular in neuropsychology under the name of the
Rey–Osterrieth Complex Figure Drawing Test, he did not include any provi-
sion for using it in the LPA format. Another possible reason for Rey’s lack
of success in promoting the issue of LPA as an alternative for IQ testing was
its unintentional competition with Piaget’s approach. The Piaget’s alternative
that came from the same University of Geneva was at that time much more
powerful. It seemed that having two alternatives to IQ testing in a relatively
limited environment of Genevan psychology was simply too much.

While the first LPA attempts remained isolated, both theoretically and
what is more important, practically, the IQ testing was quickly moving in
the direction of what Kuhn (1970) calls “normal science.” The IQ paradigm
corresponded to a wide theoretical consensus regarding intellectual abilities.
First Stanford–Binet and then Wechsler batteries of tests created standard
“equipment” for IQ testing. Statistical analysis of the large groups of stu-
dents confirmed that on average IQ served as a good predictor of the school
achievement. The paradigm was “wide” enough to accommodate for cer-
tain innovations or refinements, such as the factorial studies of intelligence
(Thurstone, 1938) or a distinction between “crystallized” and “fluid” intelli-
gence (Cattell, 1941). One also should not forget that IQ testing often replaced
much more culturally- and socially-biased forms of assessment that discrimi-
nated against intellectual talent in favor of social norm and knowledge. Thus,
the IQ paradigm also had a progressive social relevance.

The paradigmatic character of the psychometric approach revealed itself
in the specific perception of psychological facts. Much like Kuhn’s (1970)
description of physical facts that were “seen” but not “recognized” by the
scientists, the facts of intellectual functioning were seen exclusively in their
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psychometric aspect. For example, Anastasi (1954, p. 53) discusses the is-
sue of “coaching” and clearly interprets it as a possible interference with the
purity of psychometric assessment: “In so far as coaching did produce sub-
stantial rises in specific test scores, however, such studies point up the impor-
tance of safeguarding the security of test materials.” In a different scientific-
ideological environment studies reported by Anastasi could easily become
a topic for LPA discussion. These studies focused on the differential effect
of learning interventions employing either the material that was identical or
only similar to that of the initial test. The sustainability of changes produced
by such coaching was also addressed. Anastasi, however, attempted no anal-
ysis in the LPA direction, being apparently content with the finding that three
years after the coaching experiment the difference between the performance
of “coached” and “uncoached” students had disappeared.

One may conclude that in the period from the 1930s through the 1960s
two conditions necessary for the paradigm shift were absent. On the one
hand, the psychometric paradigm was at the height of its “normal science”
phase with new testing batteries developed or older ones refined, reliability
and validity of tests established, and the “rules of the game” transmitted in
an institutionalized form to new generations of school psychologists. The
number of what Kuhn calls “anomalies” was relatively small and anyway
their presence was not acknowledged.

The First IQ Crisis and Operationalization of LPA

The first significant crisis experienced by the IQ paradigm occurred in the
1960s. It appears that an attack against the monopoly of IQ testing came from
“outside” psychology and only later was reinforced from within the profes-
sion. The social rights movements of the 1960s revealed a number of “anoma-
lies” that were previously overlooked. For example, it was “discovered” that
a disproportionately large number of ethnic minority children were placed
into special-education frameworks on the basis on their IQ scores alone. At
the same time it was shown that many of the inter-group differences in IQ
scores reflected such changeable parameters as the socio-economic status of
the family. Moreover, one of the main purposes of IQ testing, i.e., selection
of students for special education, came under fire from the advocates of in-
clusion and integration. The critical reevaluation of the societal role of IQ
testing became embodied in a number of court decisions that outlawed the
use of standardized ability testing by employers unless they had a manifest
relationship to the specific job performance and curtailed the use of IQ tests
for the purpose of excluding minority children from regular education (Elliott,
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1987). Later on this attack on IQ was further amplified by the publication of
popular books that questioned the scientific integrity of some proponents of
the hereditary theory of IQ (Kamin, 1974; Gould, 1981).

It is during the attack on IQ that the fully operationalized versions of LPA
appeared in professional literature (Budoff & Friedman, 1964; Feuerstein &
Shalom, 1968). With a wisdom of hindsight, one can discern in Budoff’s
and Feuerstein’s versions of LPA the two different directions in which the
LPA approach was about to develop. Budoff viewed LPA as a procedure
that supplemented the static assessment, while Feuerstein suggested replac-
ing the static assessment by LPA. For Budoff the main aim of intelligence
testing remained the same, i.e., to provide an objective basis for selecting
and classifying children for special education (Budoff, 1987; Sternberg &
Grigorenko, 2002). Feuerstein’s position appeared to be much more radical
because it dispensed with the entire philosophy of labeling and classifying
students and called for an ongoing evaluation of the child’s learning poten-
tial with the aim of formulating an optimal educational intervention for each
individual child (Feuerstein, Feuerstein, & Gross, 1997; Feuerstein, Falik,
and Feuerstein, 1998). These two directions in the study of LPA also dictated
different methodologies. Budoff and many others after him (see Haywood &
Tzuriel, 1992; Lidz & Elliott, 2000) adhered to the major premises of the
psychometric paradigm. Not only pre- and post-tests but also the learning
intervention itself was shaped in a standardized way. The issues of reliability
and validity were discussed in the same terms as in standard psychometric
literature (Guthke & Stein, 1996; Sternberg & Grigorenko, 2002).

Russian proponents of LPA also saw in the dynamic assessment proce-
dure a new tool for essentially the same goal, namely to distinguish between
students whose low IQ performance had a different underlying etiology, par-
ticularly between the organically mentally retarded and those with temporary
developmental delays (Ivanova, 1976; see also Lidz & Gindis, 2003). Two
aspects, however, distinguish the Russian version of LPA. The first is its em-
phasis on emotional and motivational aspects of assessment. According to
the Russian studies (see Kozulin & Gindis, in press) a determining factor in
the children’s LPA task performance is their “emotional anticipation,” which
may facilitate or hinder the expression of intellectual functions. Investigation
of the affective-cognitive component of children’s mental activity contributed
to the development of assessment instruments more sensitive to the children’s
learning problems. The second distinctive feature of the Russian version of
LPA is its closer relation to the issue of educational intervention. For the
majority of Russian Vygotskians the notion of ZPD serves as a conceptual
basis for both assessment and intervention, thus techniques similar to LPA
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appear under the name of “diagnosis of learning aptitude” in the context of
assessment and under the name “learning/teaching experiment” in the context
of educational intervention (Karpov & Gindis, 2000).

Feuerstein went much further in challenging not only the static character
of IQ testing, but the goals and methods of psychometric paradigm as such.
If there is a need for a philosophical label, then Feuerstein’s approach is
close to that of existentialism. For him each individual, particularly a child
or adolescent, harbors an indeterminate capacity or propensity for change.
The goal of LPA is to provide an ongoing evaluation of the qualitative and
quantitative discrepancy between the child’s manifest functioning and his or
her modifiability and to suggest appropriate intervention. There is no attempt
on the part of Feuerstein to predict the future functioning of the child or to
compare the child’s learning potential with that of other children. The child
in Feuerstein’s systems serves as his or her own system of reference. In his
more recent papers (Feuerstein et al., 2002) went even further claiming that
individual cognitive functioning can best be described in terms of a changeable
“state” and that there is no reason to try finding its more permanent traits.

Accordingly Feuerstein et al.’s (1979; 2002) learning potential assessment
device (LPAD) is applied as a clinical procedure attuned to the changing
performance of the child. The case studies that served as an illustration of
Feuerstein’s method (Feuerstein et al., 1979; Feuerstein, Rand, & Rynders,
1988) portray low-functioning children classified at best as educable mentally
retarded who in the course of lengthy LPAD assessment-cum-intervention
start displaying isolated instances of higher learning ability. These instances
are then consolidated and at the end of the assessment period the children,
themselves, as well as their teachers and psychologists change their opinion
regarding the children’s true abilities. The next stage includes placing these
children in a new, more advanced educational setting and providing them with
a remedial teaching program based on Feuerstein et al.’s (1980) Instrumental
Enrichment method. Often a case study is concluded with the child success-
fully graduating from regular high school and acquiring gainful profession or
trade.

Feuerstein’s implementation of LPAD procedures was deeply imbedded
into specific socio-cultural contexts. The majority of Feuerstein’s case studies
were written either about Holocaust survivors or immigrant children from the
Third World countries. In these students the impact of psychological trauma,
bi- and multi-lingualism, and the lack of formal education became firmly
entangled with more standard signs of low intellectual or learning abilities.
Not only the children’s profiles but also those of their social and educational
settings were culturally specific. Feuerstein’s clients became integrated into
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communal settlements, kibbutz, youth villages, and other settings typical only
of the Israeli scene. LPAD assessment did not stand alone but appeared as an
element in the integral rehabilitation process that included remedial teaching,
placement into a new socio-educational setting, and a change in the parents’
and teachers’ perception of the low functioning child. It is telling that the
case studies that often presented the children’s low IQ intake scores practically
never reported their post-LPAD or post-intervention IQ. Psychologists reading
these case studies were invited to “buy” the whole philosophy, rather than a
specific technique.

Other versions of LPA that appeared in the 1970s and the 1980s did not try
to “sell” any new philosophy, but simply offered certain assessment methods
that could be used either as a complement to standard tests or as a substitute for
them in some special cases (Haywood & Tzuriel, 1992; Hamers, Sijtsma, &
Ruijssenaars, 1993; Carlson, 1995; Lidz & Elliott, 2000). Unlike Feuerstein’s,
these studies were usually conducted in more familiar educational environ-
ments of regular and special schools, with less information about and less
emphasis on the overall remediation process, and more on specific pre- and
post-LPA test results. Two major goals of these studies can be discerned. The
first one was to provide a better tool for differential diagnosis of children
with low-IQ or low achievement. For example, to differentiate between those
whose low IQ scores are associated with cultural difference and/or educa-
tional deprivation and those suffering from organic cognitive deficiencies.
The second goal was to show that LPA may serve as a better predictor of the
child’s future performance than the regular psychometric scores.

Though positive diagnostic and predictive results were obtained in a num-
ber of LPA studies conducted by different research groups, serious method-
ological objections have been raised (Grigorenko & Sternberg, 1998). One
of them is a problem of the measurement of change. By its very nature, the
test-teach-test paradigm of LPA requires repeated administration of the same
test. The resultant gain score thus contains at least two different components,
one of them related to the effect of the active learning and the other related
to repetition effect. Some authors (Klauer, 1993) reported that a simple rep-
etition of such standard tests as Raven’s matrices produces an average gain
of half a standard deviation. Because of this the validity of the LPA model
became suspect. The second problem is that of a predictive value of the LPA
scores. In their comprehensive review of different LPA approaches Grig-
orenko and Sternberg (1998, p.105) claim that “even an advocate of dynamic
testing would find it difficult to argue that the empirical data, as of now, have
consistently showed the higher predictive power of dynamic tests compared
with static tests.”
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I believe that the lack of clarity regarding the nature of the processes
assessed by the LPA methods contributed to the confusion regarding their
predictive value. As was mentioned earlier in this paper, the concept of learn-
ing potential has often been used interchangeably with that of cognitive or
intellectual potential. As a result the possible causal connections became ob-
scured. If the true objective of LPA is to assess students’ learning potential,
prediction should be made regarding the students’ ability to learn new mate-
rial. If the objective is to assess the intellectual potential, then the prediction
should be made regarding students’ ability to solve certain intellectual prob-
lems. Finally, if the goal is to predict the students’classroom achievements,
then LPA tasks should be shaped accordingly to this goal.

Similar doubts were expressed in Karpov’s (1990) analysis of the work
of Russian proponents of LPA. He observed that the number and specificity
of prompting may reflect the child’s previously achieved mastery of cog-
nitive operations, while the ability to transfer the newly acquired skills to
the new tasks may depend on different psychological factors unrelated to
learning potential per se. Some children need more help in acquiring a skill,
but are capable of transferring this skill rather easily and productively. Oth-
ers may need fewer promptings in learning but are less successful in the
transfer.

The potentially rich theoretical basis of LPA often remains poorly con-
nected to practical assessment activities. For example, though many Western
proponents of LPA quote Vygotsky’s notion of the ZPD they hardly realized
its theoretical potential. While an impressive number of studies on child-
adult joint activity were generated by the concept of ZPD (see Lloyd &
Feringhough, 1999), only a few of them address the issue of assessment
(Brown & Ferrara, 1985). The notion of ZPD calls for an in-depth analysis of
the changes occurring in the child’s psychological functions in the course of
joint activity. The LPA approaches typically operate with much simpler con-
structs such as “a gain score” or “a post-intervention score.” Contemporary
critics of Feuerstein’s LPAD also observe that his rich theoretical schema that
includes the criteria of mediated learning, the nomenclature of deficient cog-
nitive functions, and the cognitive map has little connection to actual LPAD
research. “There is a certain degree of discrepancy between the elaborateness
of these theoretical speculations and the fairly meager usage of these con-
structs within the framework of empirical research actually conducted with
the LPAD” (Grigorenko & Sternberg, 1998, p. 84).

If the anomalies in the IQ paradigm were repeatedly exposed since the
1960s, the alternative LPA model apparently failed to establish itself as a
new paradigm. “Moderate” LPA approaches did not challenge the goals of
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psychometric assessment and did not offer a radical enough alternative to
the notion of general intelligence as a stable predictor of child’s learning.
Feuerstein’s version of LPA came closer to offering a new paradigm. It is true
that LPAD has its share of internal and external problems, including its openly
indeterministic (“no prediction should be made”) philosophy, the problem of
validity of its instruments, and high expense and effort necessary for this
type of assessment. I believe, however, that the fact that in the 30 years of its
existence LPAD was unable to replace static tests as a new paradigm is related
not only to its own characteristics but also to the fact that the emergence in the
1980s of new assessment orientations changed the entire map of confrontation
between IQ and LPA.

New Assessment Orientations

The IQ crisis of the 1960s apparently not only revealed the public dissatisfac-
tion with the discriminatory aspects of IQ testing but also triggered reevalua-
tion of the entire notion of cognitive and learning assessment. In a sense this
response was much more far-reaching than that offered by the proponents of
LPA. Being dissatisfied with static tests, the radical critics of IQ suggested dis-
pensing entirely with the notion of controlled testing and focusing instead on
such alternatives as authentic assessment and portfolio evaluation. From this
new perspective even the LPA procedures and materials looked suspiciously
similar to those used in the IQ tests.

For example, the rejection of psychometric tests as unsuitable for culturally
different students by Valdes and Figueroa (1994) was also extended toward the
LPAD. The authors claimed that the LPAD items are essentially psychometric
in their appearance and, as such, are discriminatory with respect to culturally
different students. They also objected to the interactive component of LPAD
assessment pointing out that it requires a high degree of psycholinguistic
processing and interaction carried out in the dominant language. Finally they
claimed that Feuerstein’s concept of deficient cognitive functions presupposes
the same analysis and decomposition of children’s actual performance as in
the psychometric paradigm.

What is probably more important is that the LPA ceased to be the only alter-
native to the static psychometric approach. New conceptualizations of intelli-
gence and learning significantly increased the number of possible alternative
assessment paradigms. One of them is the information-processing paradigm
that at a certain moment made a transition from its initial base in psychological
laboratory to classroom assessment. Unlike the classical psychometric
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paradigm that attempted to evaluate the “amount” of general intelligence,
the information-processing paradigm aimed at answering the question of
how children solve problems (Das, Kirby, & Jarman, 1979; Kamphous &
Reynolds, 1987). Though the majority of LPA procedures include this
“how” question into their paradigm, the information-processing approaches
demonstrated that one does not necessarily need a test–teach–test paradigm
in order to answer this question. For example, the goals of Kaufman’s
K-ABC include separation of the factual knowledge from the child’s ability
to solve unfamiliar problems and sensitivity toward special needs of minority
and exceptional children; it promises to yield scores that can be translated
to educational intervention (Lichtenberger, Kaufman, & Kaufman, 1998).
As such K-ABC aims at fulfilling at least some of the promises made by
the LPA.

Another alternative is offered by Sternberg’s (1985) triarchical theory of
intelligence. Here the shift is from a search for general intelligence or general
learning ability to the evaluation of the three different types of intelligence:
analytical, creative, and practical. One may notice that both the standard
psychometric and the LPA approaches focus predominantly on analytic intel-
ligence. Sternberg thus changed the configuration of the field by suggesting
the new targets of assessment. Like many of the IQ critics, Sternberg sug-
gested using different content domains and different modalities and allowing
students to work on the problems at their own pace.

Even further widening of the field occurred as a result of popularization of
Gardner’s (1983) concept of “multiple intelligences.” Though one may ques-
tion the appropriateness of the term intelligence in application to different
abilities or inclination described by Gardner, the fact is that Gardner’s work
brought popularity to such alternative forms of assessment as classroom obser-
vation, examination of the products of the students creative activity, portfolio
assessment, and so on. Assessment principles suggested by Gardner deliber-
ately blurred the traditional distinction between assessment and instruction.
Assessment carried out in the everyday contexts informs instruction while
instruction offers new opportunities for further assessment (Chen & Gardner,
1997).

Conclusion

While the contest between IQ and LPA usually occurred around the different
use of the essentially same assessment material, such as Raven’s matrices, ver-
bal analogies, Koh’s cubes, and the like, the notion of multiple intelligences
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brought about an abundance of possible materials to be used for some form
of assessment or another. The entire field of confrontation was reshaped. It
was no longer an orthodox IQ paradigm versus a more or less cohesive LPA
alternative, but a “post-modern” multiplicity of approaches each with its own
definition of intelligence or learning and its own toolbox of assessment strate-
gies. One may say that at this stage the IQ crisis was “resolved” not through
the shift from the psychometric to the LPA paradigm, but through the radical
broadening of the notion of intelligence and targets of assessment. Somewhat
paradoxically this apparently strengthened the position of the standard psy-
chometric approach. One may recall that in his description of paradigms Kuhn
(1970) emphasized that a paradigm is not only a set of ideas, but also a stable
form of scientific practice. Similarly, a psychometric paradigm is not only a
set of ideas regarding general intelligence and methods of its measurement,
but also the entire apparatus of perpetuation of this practice including univer-
sity courses, textbooks, licensing exams, scientific journals, etc. Changing the
psychometric paradigm does not mean offering an attractive alternative idea,
but changing the entire practice of psychometric assessment. The current mul-
tiplicity of possible alternatives looks like a sign of the continuing crises rather
than a sign of a paradigm shift. By moving farther and farther away from the
traditional domain of intelligence testing, new approaches effectively left this
field to the proponents of IQ. The latter would not aspire to measure bodily-
kinesthetic, musical, or intrapersonal intelligence, but would only strengthen
their dominant position in assessing verbal or logical-mathematical reasoning.

I am concluding this paper on a somewhat somber note. In spite of its
early promise the LPA approach has failed so far to dislodge the predominant
psychometric paradigm. Because we are discussing a subject of considerable
socio-cultural importance, it is quite conceivable that a dramatic change will
come not from the universities and not from educational programs but in a
form of social and/or legal action that would simply outlaw current psychome-
tric practices. Even in this case the LPA paradigm should be mature enough to
step into the void created by such a hypothetical event. As mentioned earlier,
one of the necessary elements of such maturity is an elaboration of the proper
subject matter of LPA. In other words, the task of assessing learning potential
should be distinguished from that of evaluating intellectual potential. Both
tasks are equally legitimate but require different tools, methodologies, and ed-
ucational implementation strategies. The transition to a new paradigm cannot
be limited to a simple change of the assessment technique but will necessar-
ily involve a more profound reformulation of the concepts of learning and
intellectual development.
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14 Teaching As a Natural Cognitive Ability

Implications for Classroom Practice and
Teacher Education

Sidney Strauss

This is a chapter about why we teach. I do not ask what the best way is to
teach this subject matter or that. Nor do I ask how we can assess children’s
learning as a result of teaching. Instead, I ask a deceptively simple question:
Why do we teach in the first place? The search for answers to that question
takes us to the borders between our biological, psychological, and cultural
endowment as humans.

Teaching, or folk pedagogy, the social transformation of knowledge from
one person to another or the attempt to engender it in others, is one of the most
remarkable of human enterprises. I propose that teaching, which is central
to education in the broad sense of that term, can also be seen as an essential
domain of inquiry for the cognitive sciences. This is so because, as I attempt
to show, teaching may be a natural cognitive ability and is essential to what
it means to be a human being. Furthermore, I believe that a search for the
cognitive underpinnings of teaching may lead to a description of some of the
fundamental building blocks of human cognition and its development.

Learning, teaching’s mirror image, has been a major focus of the cognitive
sciences, to be sure, but intentional pedagogy aimed to cause learning has, by
and large, been flying below the cognitive sciences’ radar. Perhaps this is be-
cause teaching has been narrowly viewed as residing in the province of formal
schooling that takes place in schools where adults teach youngsters. Or maybe
cognitive scientists have had enough trouble defining and describing learning
and the conditions that bring it about. So if there is difficulty there, the expec-
tation might be that bringing the cognitive sciences to explore teaching, that
special case of what sometimes causes learning, would be a daunting task.

These and other possible sources of reticence notwithstanding, I suggest
that teaching can be added to the remarkable array of areas the cognitive
sciences have studied, but it will not be just one more notch on the cognitive
science’s belt because teaching has the enormous power to preserve significant

368
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innovations in human society. In short, teaching can enlighten the cognitive
sciences and vice versa.

As I see it, teaching can be viewed from perspectives that include phy-
logeny, cultural evolution, anthropology, primatology, ontogeny (child devel-
opment from infancy through adulthood), nonnormative cognitive develop-
ment, and functioning (as in the cases of autistic individuals, brain-damaged
people, remarkably gifted teachers, those with teaching disabilities), and
more. This however, gets me ahead of my story.

This chapter has seven sections. In the first, I provide different definitions
of teaching. In the second section, I motivate reasons why teaching may
be a natural cognitive ability. This section concludes with the point that if
teaching is a natural cognitive ability, there is a need to determine the nature
of the cognitive prerequisites that underlie it. The third section suggests what
these cognitive building blocks might be. The fourth section addresses the
cognitive conditions necessary for teaching to be learned. In the fifth section,
I propose various research agendas to test for these cognitive prerequisites
for teaching. In the sixth, I present some implications for teacher education.
And I summarize the main points in the seventh, and concluding, section.

Definitions of Teaching

Teaching is a rather elusive concept and is quite difficult to define. Scholars
and researchers from various disciplines have used different definitions of
teaching and, as a consequence, have developed different calipers to measure
it and its effects.

For example, Caro & Hauser (1992) studied teaching from a biological
perspective. Their definition of teaching has its origins in evolutionary theory
and empirical data; it is as follows:

An individual actor A can be said to teach if it modifies its behaviors
only in the presence of a naı̈ve observer, B, at some cost or at least
without obtaining an immediate benefit for itself. A’s behavior thereby
encourages or punishes B’s behavior, or provides B with experience or
sets an example for B. As a result, B acquires knowledge or learns a
skill earlier in life or more rapidly or efficiently than it might otherwise
do, or that it would not learn at all. (p. 153)

Importantly, Caro & Hauser (1992) argue that this definition of teaching
requires neither theory of mind (ToM) nor the intention to teach on the part
of the animals whose teaching they described. A few words about ToM are
in order here. ToM is an area that has captured the hearts and minds of
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developmental psychologists over the past two decades. The main idea here
is that people have an understanding that others have minds, that those minds
have knowledge, beliefs, etc., and that others’ behaviors can be predicted
based on their beliefs.

ToM research has focused mostly on young children’s social cognition,
that is, whether or not young children judge situations in ways that be-
lie their understanding that others have minds. The classic false-belief task
requires children to judge if someone would behave in a particular way, a
way that indicates that that person has a false belief that is different from
reality, where the children being interviewed know what the reality of the
situation is.

The classic false-belief task is an interview situation where the experi-
menter is telling a child a story that is demonstrated with puppets, a chocolate
bar, hat, and a dresser. The story has two children playing ball and one of
them, Sally, places her hat on the floor and puts her chocolate bar in it. When
playing, Sally kicks the ball away and the other child, Mary, goes to retrieve
it. While retrieving it, Sally moves her chocolate bar from her hat and places
it in her dresser drawer. The child being interviewed is asked where Mary
thinks the chocolate is when she returns to play with Sally. A child who says
she thinks it is in Sally’s hat is thought to have a ToM because he is predicting
Mary’s behavior based on her false belief that the chocolate is in Sally’s hat.
A child who says that Mary will look in the dresser does not have a ToM
because he does not entertain the idea of someone else’s false belief. Consid-
erable research shows that children below age 4 do not have a ToM, as tested
by the false-belief task, and children above age 5 do.

Premack (1991, 1993; Premack & Premack, 1994, 1996, 2003) argued that
teaching among animals other than humans is restricted, generally related
to getting food to survive, which makes it very circumscribed. In addition,
Premack believes that only humans are sensitive to their young’s progress.
For example, the mother cheetah does not give extra time to a cub of hers
who might be slow in learning how to kill prey, and she is unlikely to keep
that same cub back so that she can give him “remedial lessons,” at the time
that his siblings are on their own.

In contrast to this biologically based definition, psychologists and edu-
cators describe teaching in nonevolutionary terms, as can be seen by the
following representative quote:

When faced with the question of determining whether an action is a
teaching action, as opposed to some other action such as reciting, talking
or acting in a play, it is the intention of bringing about learning that is the
basis for distinguishing teaching from other activities. The intention the
activity serves, then, is a part of the meaning of the concept, and not a
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factual discovery one makes about the activity. (italics added) (Pearson,
1989, p. 66)

Notice that in this definition of teaching, the role of intentionality is crucial,
which implicates ToM, as well. This is because the intentionality associated
with teaching is to cause learning in others’ minds that, in turn, involves an
understanding of psychological causality.

A third definition that takes some of its cues from the cognitive sciences,
in particular, ToM, involves the intentional passing on of information from
one who knows more to one who knows less, i.e., at the base of teaching is a
knowledge gap. The definition is that teaching is the acts a teacher performs
given that teacher’s beliefs about the knowledge state of the other person
(the learner), where the teacher has the intention to cause an increase in
the knowledge or understanding of another who lacks knowledge, has partial
knowledge, possesses a false belief, or has a misunderstanding. This definition
is a variant of that proposed by Frye & Ziv (in press). Other forms of teaching,
such as engendering knowledge that already exists in the learner’s mind, will
not be included in this definition, although there is a clear need to expand this
definition’s generality.

What Caro & Hauser (1992), Pearson (1989), and Frye & Ziv (in press)
suggest as definitions of teaching are not mutually exclusive and can be seen
on a continuum, with more to be added.

That having been said, we can now turn to a comprehensive view of teach-
ing, one that includes its phylogenetic origins, ontogenesis from its early
appearance in children, and developmental course through adulthood.

Teaching As a Natural Cognitive Ability

A broad view of teaching includes at least four levels of explanation for the
cognitive machinery in the mind associated with teaching: an evolutionary
adaptive problem that machinery solved, the cognitive programs that solve
that problem, the neurophysiological infrastructure that serves as a base for
the cognitive program, and the cultural underpinnings that are designed by
and support the above.

Let us all too briefly examine each and then see how they might work
in concert in the case of teaching. Some claim that our neural circuitry was
designed by natural selection to solve adaptive problems our ancestors faced
during our species’ evolutionary history that began approximately 100,000–
200,000 years ago, a time when our ancestors were hunter-gatherers. It is
probably the case that our brains have not changed much from that time,
which is to say that encased in our modern day skull is a brain whose circuitry
was selected to solve adaptive problems that existed 100–200 millennia ago.
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The solution to these adaptive problems affected individuals’ reproduc-
tion such that, on the average, the reproductive rate of those with a selected
circuitry had more offspring than those without that circuitry.

Space limitations do not allow me to expand on this topic. Nevertheless,
these ideas, after their proper exposition and justification, can serve as a partial
map of the cognitive landscape of teaching, one that can guide theory and
research efforts of those who might find interest in the cognition of teaching
in the way I am presenting it.

Significant landmarks on this map are the need to speculate about what
conferred reproductive advantage to our ancestors who could teach. A second
area of importance is the need to describe the cognitive programs that produce
actual teaching, that allow us to know that we are in the presence of teaching
and not, say, playing a game, and that allow humans to learn to teach. A third
location on the map is the neurophysiological underpinnings of teaching. One
point of significance here is whether or not there is dedicated neural circuitry
for teaching, as opposed to, say, deception, play, and other forms of social
communication, something I doubt very much. The fourth site on our map
includes the cultural expression and maintenance of teaching.

This is clearly a general map of where we might want to look, both theo-
retically and empirically, for the place of teaching in the cognitive sciences. It
provides signposts that tell us to pay attention to certain sites. I touch on some
of them in this chapter, but in order to motivate the rationale for teaching as a
domain that can be studied in the areas just described, I attempt to make the
case for teaching as a natural cognitive ability.

There are at least seven reasons to motivate the notion that teaching is a
natural cognitive ability. None by itself leads inevitably to this conclusion;
however, in concert, they suggest that teaching might just be a natural cogni-
tive ability. In broad terms, a natural cognitive ability is universal and young
children effortlessly learn the domain in question without instruction. Let us
see how these and other criteria apply to the domain of teaching.

First, as mentioned, teaching with a ToM may be species-typical. The
cognition underlying teaching among some species of animals and human
beings has not been thoroughly examined. There is little controversy that
chimpanzees, our closest relatives, and other primates do not teach with a
theory of mind (Hauser, 2000; Povinelli & Eddy, 1996, 1997; Premack, 1984,
1991; Premack & Premack, 1994, 1996; Tomasello, 1999; Tomasello & Call,
1997). There is some convergence, then, on the idea that human beings are
the only species that teaches with a ToM.

As part of this typicality in human beings, we can look at places where
social interactions are rich among chimpanzees and other great apes. They
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have a rich social organization that includes play, fighting, roles of domination
and submission, joint action to achieve a common goal, the formation of
coalitions and alliances, and much more (De Waal, 1996, 1998). Yet with all
this social richness, there does not seem to be teaching of the kind that takes
into account others’ intentions among the great apes in their natural habitats.
Ethologists report very few accounts of teaching in the wild, and those that
have been observed can be explained as something other than teaching.

A second motivation for teaching as a natural cognitive ability is that
although other primates do not seem to teach with a ToM, it is incontrovertible
that teaching with a ToM is universal among human beings. This means that,
with few exceptions, every person in every society has taught (toddlers and
some autistic individuals may be exceptions here) and has been taught by
others (Kruger & Tomasello, 1996; Tomasello, Kruger, & Ratner, 1993).
These are universal activities that take place in everyday life in the home, the
streets, the workplace, and the fields.

There is considerable cross-cultural variation concerning the amount of
teaching that takes place (from very little among the San !Kung of South
Africa to very much in Europe and the Americas) and the content of what
is taught (hunting techniques among the San !Kung and putting a puzzle
together in Boise, Idaho).

The importance of the claim of universality is twofold. It means that every-
one is exposed to teaching, which is to say that everyone has the possibility to
learn to teach by virtue of that exposure, and that very universality suggests
that it may be a characteristic of human’s biological and cultural endowments.

Third, teaching is an extraordinarily complex enterprise that has much to
do with mind, emotions, and motivation-reading. The richness of the kinds of
knowledge needed to teach is impressive. As a miniscule sampling, consider
this: In order to teach, one needs to know about others’ minds, knowledge,
beliefs, etc., how one can know when knowledge, beliefs, etc. are missing,
incomplete, or distorted, as well as how people learn (Strauss, 1993). One
also knows about others’ emotions and motivation.

In addition, the number and complexity of inferences that must be made
when teaching others are remarkable. As teachers, we have a representation
of a problem and its potential solutions. If a student solves that problem in
another fashion, we infer that he or she has a different representation of the
same problem. Furthermore, we infer what that representation might be, given
the nature of the student’s solutions, and we infer from the student’s responses
to our teaching if there have been representational, emotional, and/or moti-
vational changes. This is a miniscule part of what we do when we teach. In
short, teaching has considerable complexity.
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Fourth is the poverty of the stimulus argument. One of the many remarkable
aspects of teaching is that so much of it is invisible to the eye. The visible part
is the external acts of teaching. It is what we see and hear when we are being
taught. It is the teachers’ questions, her request for the pupils to reflect on
their learning, and much, much more. It is the !Kung hunter’s demonstration
and explanations to a youngster of how to string a bow and the ways he checks
to see if it was learned, and it is the ways master carpet weavers in Mexico
teach apprentice youngsters to fashion carpets for local use.

These are but a few examples of what people do when they teach. This is
what is visible to the eyes of the learner, the person to whom the teaching is
directed, and, as shown, it is very complex.

However, the visible part of teaching is quite impoverished in comparison
to the depth of what underlies it, the part that is not revealed to the eye, and
what is invisible is the inferences teachers make and the mental processes
that lead to these inferences. Furthermore, it is possible that the visible part
of teaching does not reveal what gives rise to it. In other words, it might be
the case that one cannot infer the invisible (what underlies teaching) from the
visible (actual teaching acts). I return to this point in the section Conditions
for Teaching to Be Learned.

Fifth, teaching is a specialized social interaction, unlike others. Yet it
shares some aspects of other kinds of social interaction. For example, people
have conversations, they have arguments, people collaborate with each other
to achieve common goals, they play, and they engage in deception to achieve
private aspirations. The differences between these social interactions and
teaching are obvious when we engage in them, but they are similar, too, and
what stands at the heart of these social interactions is the intentionality of the
individuals involved in the social interactions.

As far as I know, there has been only one study on the development of
children’s play and teaching (Ziv, Strauss, & Solomon, in preparation). In
that research, children ages 31/2 and 51/2 were taught a board game and were
asked if they wanted to play with a friend. All did, of course, and because
their friends did not know how to play the game, they had to teach it. This
methodology was like that of Strauss, Ziv, & Stein (2002). After they taught
their friends how to play, they then played the game together.

The results are complex and are still being analyzed, but there is a finding
that bears on the point of young children being able to differentiate between
the goals of teaching and playing in a competitive game. The goal of teaching
is to pass on one’s knowledge to someone who knows less in an attempt to
close the gap in knowledge. The goal of playing the same, competitive game
is to win. This difference in goals led to differences in intentions that, in turn
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led to differences in behaviors: There was no cheating in teaching, but there
was in play.

We also found that there were two kinds of cheating (deception) in play:
(a) deception about results, found mostly among the younger children, was
detected when a child attempted to hide the results of a throw of the dice
from the other player, and (b) deception about one’s intentions, found mostly
among the older children, where the child who was cheating told the other
that he intended to make a move that he had not made.

Both kinds of deception involve understanding others’ mental states. De-
ception about results involves an understanding that others can get information
from the world via perception, so if one denies the other the possibility of
seeing the results of a dice throw, the other cannot know what the results were.
Deception about one’s intentions concerns the notion that one’s desires and
intentions are private and cannot be known and checked by others unless one
makes them public.

The point here is that at a surprisingly early age, children behave differently
in two kinds of social communication situations around the same game. What
differentiates them are the goals of the interactions and the intentionality of
the children engaged in them.

Sixth, although teaching is universal among human beings, it seems to be
learned without formal education, or even education of the informal kind. A
sliver of the 6 billion inhabitants of planet earth has been taught how to teach;
yet all know how to teach. All have been exposed to pedagogy; they have been
taught, but, with few exceptions, they have had no instruction about how to
teach.

There is sometimes a point of confusion here that I would like to clarify.
The fact that people have not been taught how to teach does not mean it is
not learned. Teaching is learned, and the section Conditions for Teaching to
Be Learned picks up on this theme.

Seventh, very young children teach. There are two kinds of evidence that
bear on this matter: Toddlers may request teaching and youngsters teach.

Toddlers May Request Teaching

Toddlers may have a sensitivity to teaching (Strauss & Ziv, 2001). Children,
as young as age 2, are involved in an almost obsessive everyday activity of
asking what the name of an object is. “What’s this called?” is a frequent
request they make. Let’s look at what may be cognitively involved in this
seemingly harmless question. First, they know (in using the word “know,”
I do not mean that this knowledge is conscious; instead, it is implicit in the
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situation) that objects have names. Second, they know that they do not know
the name of the object they are asking about. Third, they turn to someone
they believe knows the name of the object, indicating they know that there is
a knowledge gap. Fourth, they know that if someone tells them the name, then
they will know the name. Here is the point: their request here is for someone
who they believe should know the name of the object to teach them, to pass on
knowledge so as to close the knowledge gap. In this interpretation, although
2-year-olds do not seem capable of teaching (Ashley & Tomasello, 1998),
they do seem to request it from others.

Youngsters Teach

Research shows that even 31/2-year-olds teach (Ashley & Tomasello, 1998;
Astington & Pelletier, 1996; Maynard, 2002; Strauss et al., 2002; Wood,
Wood, Ainsworth, & O’Malley, 1995). Their teaching shows remarkable un-
derstandings about how to bring about learning in others. As an example,
Strauss et al. (2002) found that 51/2-year-olds and possibly 31/2-year-olds, who
were taught a board game, could teach it to their same-age friends (pupils).
Furthermore, they did not intervene when their pupils played according to
the rules of a game the teacher just taught them, but they did intervene at
the points when the pupil made a mistake. These two findings, among many
others, indicate that very young children teach others.

The combined claims of teaching with a ToM as being typical of and
universal among human beings; its phenomenal cognitive complexity; the
difficulty, if not impossibility, of inferring this complexity from being exposed
to the visible part of teaching; its not having been taught yet 2-year-olds
implicitly request teaching; and teaching emerging among 31/2-year-olds and
51/2-year-olds teaching well, suggest a reasonableness to the idea that teaching
is a natural cognitive ability.

If this claim seems acceptable, we can then ask ourselves two fundamental
questions: What are the cognitive prerequisites of teaching? and What are the
conditions for teaching to be learned?

Cognitive Prerequisites of Teaching

Before reading on, think for a moment about what is involved, cognitively,
when we teach others. If you took time out to ponder this, you noticed that
teaching is quite complex and requires many cognitive feats. I briefly present
teachings’ cognitive prerequisites in this section.

I restrict the conversation here to contingent teaching (Wood et al., 1995)
that, by definition, has the teacher reacting to the learner’s responses to her
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teaching. For purposes of exposition, I exclude teaching that does not require
altering one’s teaching based on the learner’s behaviors, as in nonsynchronous
teaching by television. That kind of teaching should also be analyzed in terms
of its cognitive prerequisites, but that will not be presented here.

Contingent teaching situations deal with procedural knowledge, i.e., the
knowledge about how to do something. In teaching, there is considerable
monitoring of the self and the other. This monitoring involves entering
the other’s mind, in the sense of attempting to imagine what knowledge he
has, what his emotional and motivational states are, and more. Mind-reading
has been examined extensively over the past two decades under the rubric
of ToM.

Contingent teaching almost surely requires one to have a ToM about oth-
ers’ minds. However, unlike what is tapped in ToM false-belief tasks, teaching
requires an online ToM, one that has monitoring and an executive function
that keeps teaching’s complexity in line. Indeed, there is a multifaceted, mu-
tual, and fine-tuned online monitoring in a teaching situation, where both the
teacher and the learner are reading the other’s mind.

I now flesh out some of these ideas where I restrict my brief exposition
to the teaching feedback loop, monitoring, and executive functions from the
teacher’s side of the teaching dynamic.

I believe there are likely to be feedback loops between the teacher and
the learner when contingent teaching occurs, as well as deep epistemological
assumptions about others’ minds.

As for the feedback loops in mutual monitoring, consider the following:
A teacher is explaining or demonstrating something to a pupil. As this is
going on, the teacher is looking at the child in an attempt to determine, by the
pupil’s facial expressions, the ranges of the learner’s comfort, concentration,
understanding the material, etc. This is a kind of mind- and emotions-reading
that all teachers do when teaching.

As the teaching proceeds, she asks the pupil questions and from the pupil’s
answers, the teacher senses how much of the problem the student is grasping.
If the teacher judges that the pupil understands the material quite well, she
continues teaching. This seemingly trivial aspect of teaching is quite deep,
and we have seen that even a 5-year-old teacher continues teaching a game to
a learner when the learner plays correctly according to the rules of the game.
This involves mind-reading.

However, if the teacher believes the pupil is having difficulties with the
material, she generally does not continue further until the pupil has understood
the material at hand. This, too, entails mind-reading. When a teacher (even a
5-year-old teacher) detects a misconception, false belief, partial knowledge,
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etc. on the part of the learner, this means the teacher has (a) a representation of
the knowledge that is thought to be correct, (b) a representation of the learner’s
incorrect knowledge, and (c) the ability to detect a mismatch between those
knowledge representations.

The loop part is the teacher’s attempt to make midcourse teaching correc-
tions so as to enhance understanding, but notice that this requires an online
ToM because they are a result of the teacher’s reading of the reasons for the
learner’s misunderstandings as teaching continues. In other words, the teacher
changes teaching strategies based on her representation of the learner’s mind.

There are different ways to make these midcourse corrections. The teacher
might correct the pupil’s mistake by telling him what the correct answer is and
how one could get to that answer. She might change her teaching technique
so as to find another way to help the pupil understand the problem and its
solution. She may ask the child what is hindering his correct understanding of
the problem. Then, when she has taught the material, say, in a new way she,
once again, asks the learner questions so as to determine if it is now better
understood, which leads to further choices and more mind-reading on the part
of the teacher and so on and so forth.

All of this is very familiar and we have all engaged in it from the perspective
of both the teacher and the pupil.

Let us look at some epistemological assumptions about the mind and learn-
ing that are implicit in teachers’ teaching. Teachers have declarative knowl-
edge that

� others have minds;
� the mind contains knowledge, beliefs, etc.;
� what is in the mind gets expressed externally veridically; that is, the

pupil’s knowledge, beliefs, etc. that are expressed in their words,
motor behaviors, etc. accurately reflect what is in the mind;

� there is psychological causality; that is, pupils’ knowledge, etc. can
be changed by others; for example, by teaching, which is to say that
teaching can cause learning to occur in the pupil’s mind; and

� teaching that causes learning is an action-at-a-distance change; that
is, teaching is conducted outside the pupil’s mind but it influences
changes in the mind, which are termed “learning” (Strauss, 1993,
2001).

This was a very brief and sketchy outline of some aspects of what I mean
by an online ToM. Notice that, due to space limitations, I did not include the
learner’s ToM about the teacher’s mind and her teaching and about the loops



P1: JZW
0521826187c14.xml CB814B/Pillemer 0 521 82618 7 April 25, 2005 7:12

Teaching As a Natural Cognitive Ability 379

and assumptions involved in the learner’s questions about the material he is
being taught.

The above suggests that teaching is a remarkably complex enterprise from
a cognitive perspective. The fact that very young children can carry off this
complexity rather effortlessly is quite surprising. Yet there has been little the-
ory and research development into this area on the part of cognitive scientists
and educational researchers. My conceptual framework for explaining how
youngsters can teach is guided by the notion of teaching as a natural cognitive
ability.

Conditions for Teaching to Be Learned

I mentioned that although teaching may be a natural cognitive ability, it does
not somehow magically and spontaneously come into existence. It must be
learned. All children are exposed to teaching, yet it is rare that they are
instructed about how to teach.

The question before us is what conditions should be met for teaching to
be learned? I present a list that takes its lead from work done by Pinker
(1979), where he attempted to describe the conditions that are prerequisites
for language to be learned. Here I simply apply them to teaching.

First is the learnability condition. This condition is twofold. It posits that
teaching can be learned in the first place. It also states that the cognitive
system can adapt to any teaching it is exposed to. We need to show that the
learning mechanisms are adaptive in that they allow learning of any kind of
teaching. As mentioned in a previous section, although teaching is universal,
it has many forms that are culture-bound. These culturally varied forms of
teaching should be able to be learned by any child in his or her normative
development. In other words, if we were to take an infant of French parents
and, upon birth, put him in the !Kung culture and were we to take an infant
born to !Kung parents and have him raised by a French family from birth,
the !Kung-born child will learn to teach like the French and the French-born
child will learn to teach like the !Kungs.

Second is the equipotential condition. This suggests that all kinds of teach-
ing are possible. We touched on this in the section dealing with the many ways
that people have come to teach.

Third is the cognitive constraints condition for learning to teach. The expla-
nations we offer for how the learning of teaching occurs should be consistent
with what we know about young children’s basic cognitive abilities. For exam-
ple, we should not suggest learning mechanisms for teaching that are beyond
what we know about young children’s attention, short-term memory, etc.
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Fourth is the time condition. The point here is that learning to teach takes
time. It is not a spontaneous, instantaneous acquisition. See Feldman (1994)
for an exposition on the relations between universal and nonuniversal achieve-
ments and the place of spontaneous versus instructed conceptual acquisitions.

Fifth is the developmental condition. The learning mechanism should allow
a description of the development of teaching that is consistent with data about
the sequential trajectory of children’s understanding of teaching and their
actual teaching. For instance, were research findings to continue to find that
31/2-year-olds teach mostly through demonstration and 51/2-year-olds teach
mostly through explanation with demonstrations, we would need a mechanism
that could explain this developmental sequence.

The sixth condition involves constraints on input. The idea here is that the
learning mechanisms must not require input that is unavailable to children.
Were we to surmise that the input needed to learn to teach was not available
to children, we would have a serious problem.

Teaching can now be seen as remarkably complex. Accounting for this is
at the heart of our research agenda.

Research Agenda

The answers I propose for what a research agenda on teaching would look
like are linked, of course, to my conceptual analysis of teaching as a natural
cognitive ability. I address six areas where one can go empirically to study
cognitive prerequisites.

One is research on primates and lower animals. This allows us a view of the
phylogenetic emergence of teaching and what is necessary for its occurrence.
We can also speculate about the reproductive advantages afforded by teaching
when humans emerged as a separate species.

Second, we can shed light on the cognition of teaching via more research
on young children, where we can (1) expose the ontogenesis of teaching’s
cognitive prerequisites that lead to the emergence of teaching and (2) describe
the developmental trajectory of teaching from its emergence to its maturity.
Research in this area is currently being conducted with Margalit Ziv and
our students at Tel Aviv University: Noah Mor, Ayelet Solomon, and Liat
Ornan.

In a third area, one can attempt to describe the nature of teaching among
extremely gifted adult teachers. This would be a description of the adult end
point of the full development of teachers’ cognition.

Fourth, it is possible to consider teaching that has been compromised by
developmental or neuropsychological problems. Were we to have hypotheses
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about the nature of teaching’s cognitive prerequisites and were we to know
what specific cognitive difficulties arise from developmental or physiological
problems, we could predict nonnormative teaching.

This is analogous to knockout experiments in genetics, where a gene is
knocked out and its phenotypic expression is studied. In the case of teaching,
we can observe teaching in individuals who have had problems in the course
of their development. We would choose developmental problems based on
what we believe the cognitive prerequisites of teaching are.

I mention four groups of problems that could be studied:

� High functioning people with autism. They might not have a ToM
(Happe et al., 1996).

� Brain damaged individuals; for example, those with prefrontal brain
damage in the area that may be dedicated to ToM (Sabbagh & Taylor,
2000; Stone, Baron-Cohen, & Knight, 1998). Work in this area with
Naama Friedmann and Noga Balaban at Tel Aviv University will
begin soon on this topic, which gets at the neurological underpinnings
of the cognitive machinery that leads to teaching.

� Individuals with specific language impairment, such as pragmatic
deficit. Anna Gavrilov, an MA student at Tel Aviv University, is
studying this, under the guidance of Naama Friedmann, Margalit
Ziv, and myself.

� Teachers who have what I have coined “teaching disabilities,” a term
and concept that does not appear in the literature. Some teachers have
enormous difficulties teaching, and it would be of interest to attempt
to determine the nature of their teaching problems. This research
would identify levels and kinds of teaching disabilities, something
that would allow us to gain an understanding of the cognitive ma-
chinery that underpins teaching.

Fifth, one can analyze teaching using formal systems of analysis, such as
artificial intelligence (AI). One could attempt to build an intelligent system
that can detect teaching. One could also introduce teaching to models in an
attempt to determine the roles of teaching in the evolution of artificial life
systems (Parisi & Schlesinger, 2002), and one can model how an intelligent
system can communicate with another intelligent system in the form of teach-
ing (Goldman & Kearns, 1991). The use of AI and computational models can
bring about rigorous definitions and descriptions of teaching that are currently
virtually nonexistent.

Tzur Sayag, a student at Tel Aviv University, is doing work in these areas.
In a computer environment, he is growing virtual teachers that teach virtual
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learners and is studying how teachers learn to teach, the importance of teachers
having complete knowledge of a learner’s mind (neural network) in learning
how to teach that learner, and more (see Sayag & Strauss, 2004).

A sixth area that has captured the hearts (and minds) of a branch of cognitive
psychology – ToM theory and research – is an excellent candidate for research
on cognitive prerequisites of teaching. But, as mentioned, the classic research
and theory-building will probably have to be extended because ToM res-
earch has looked at young children’s social cognition about others’ belief sys-
tems, whereas teaching is dynamic and interactive and requires a procedural
online ToM about others’ minds and how learning occurs in those minds.

Teacher Education

Making statements about teacher education when there is so little research
concerning teaching as a natural cognitive ability requires more than the usual
caveats and admonitions. However, I will not take that route. Instead, I throw
prudence to the winds and speculate considerably beyond what discretion
calls for.

Let me begin with a statement about what I do not want to say about teacher
education. I do not believe that because children at age 2 show a sensitivity
to teaching by requesting it, those at age 31/2 have the rudiments of teaching,
and 51/2-year-olds are quite good teachers, there is no need to teach adult
teachers to teach. On the other hand, there is no point in teaching adults to do
something they were already quite good at in early childhood.

That having been said, let’s see what the implications for teacher education
might be, given the conceptual framework I attempted to elucidate in these
pages. I discuss two: (1) a possible explanation for adult teachers’ resistance to
constructivist teaching methods and (2) the role of subject matter knowledge
in teaching.

Adult Teachers’ Resistance to Constructivist Teaching Methods

Research in science and mathematics education has discovered that most
children and adults hold misconceptions about, say, the physics of objects’
trajectories. These misconceptions appear early in life and seem to be quite
resistant to change through teaching, although some adults overcome this
resistance and become experts.

A weak analogy can be drawn to the case of teacher education. We can-
not say that there is such a thing as a misconception about teaching because
consensus does not exist as to what correct teaching is in the way that there
is consensus about the trajectory of objects. On the other hand, teachers
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often seem to teach with a direct-transmission model in mind, whereas
teacher education courses are often geared to teachers engaging in con-
structivist teaching. There might be some resistance to understanding the
constructivist approach, and if that is the case, we might want to determine
the nature of the model teachers hold that offers resistance to teaching via
constructivism.

Constructivist teaching methods have gained contemporary currency (and
many interpretations), and are based on the idea that children are active con-
structors and not passive recipients of knowledge they are taught. Teaching, in
this view, involves the sharing and joint co-construction of knowledge. Reddy
(1979) labeled this the tool-builder’s metaphor, and Sfard (1998) called this
the participatory metaphor. Many teacher education courses, both preservice
and inservice, present instructional methods that foster this approach. My
personal experience is that these courses have not had a huge success when
we examine teachers’ teaching when these courses end. Teachers often return
to their former, direct transmission ways of teaching.

I often hear reasons for this lack of overwhelming success. One is that the
school classroom is a culture that makes constructivist teaching difficult. This
culture includes expectations on the parts of the principal, pupils, and parents
concerning what teaching should be like.

Teachers’ reticent use of constructivist teaching methods can also be ex-
plained by teachers’ cognition of the teaching/learning process. In other
words, one can appeal to the notion of teaching as a natural cognitive ability
as a possible impediment to constructivist teaching. Research I have con-
ducted over the past decade (Strauss, 1993; Strauss & Shilony, 1994) indicates
that teachers and adults who are not teachers have a model of teaching that
knowledge is directly transmitted from the source of knowledge (the teachers)
to its recipient (the learner). This model resembles Reddy’s (1979) conduit
metaphor and Sfard’s (1998) acquisition metaphor.

It is possible that adults’ teaching is influenced by their natural cognition,
which is to say, that at the heart of the direct transmission model of teaching is
the natural cognitive ability I am elaborating in these pages. If that is the case,
we might have a way of describing what stands at the core of the resistance
to instruction about constructivist teaching.

The Roles of Pedagogical Content and Subject Matter Knowledge
in Teaching: An Appeal to Separate Them

Shulman and his co-workers (Shulman, 1986; Wilson, Shulman, & Richert,
1987) proposed a taxonomy of the kinds of knowledge teachers employ.
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Among the kinds of teacher knowledge Shulman proposes are pedagogical
content knowledge (PCK) and subject matter knowledge (SMK).

In broad strokes, PCK refers to teachers’ professional knowledge about
how to make subject matter understandable to children. It includes teachers’
knowledge of students’ preconceptions about subject matter, which concepts
and skills are particularly difficult for children to learn, what makes them
difficult, ways to make these difficult concepts and skills easier, and how
these are different at different ages. In shorthand form, it is the knowledge
teachers have about children’s minds, how their minds work when learning
takes place, and the roles of instruction in fostering learning.

The area of teachers’ SMK has many aspects, only two of which are briefly
discussed here: definitions of what subject matter (SM) of disciplines is and
how that subject matter is organized mentally by teachers (i.e., what their
SMK is).

Definitions of Subject Matter of Disciplines

The psychological description of the SM of disciplines, and its related ped-
agogy, has a century-long history. Among the most influential contemporary
scholars to study these issues is Schwab (1962). The core of his ideas in-
cludes two main aspects of the structure of SM in disciplines: its syntactic
and substantive structure.

The syntactic structure of disciplines concerns the ways researchers obtain
data, interpret it, and draw conclusions. In short, it deals with ways people in
a field come to know and understand it. The ways one knows and understands
a discipline are discipline-dependent: Knowing and understanding music are
not the same as knowing and understanding physics or literature or psychol-
ogy. Those special ways of knowing that characterize each discipline are part
of teachers’ SMK and their understandings of it should influence how they
teach.

The substantive structure of SM in a discipline pertains to the main con-
cepts of a discipline and their relations. As an example, the main concepts in
cognitive developmental psychology, from the structuralist viewpoint, are
logico-mathematical structures as the psychological entities that interpret
the world and guide behaviors; assimilation and accommodation as invari-
ant psychological functioning; disequilibrium as a mechanism of structural
change, etc. For information processing adherents, among the main concepts
are knowledge organizations as the principal psychological entities that in-
fluence the interpretation of environmental data and that guides behaviors;
attention mechanisms that influence which environmental information gets



P1: JZW
0521826187c14.xml CB814B/Pillemer 0 521 82618 7 April 25, 2005 7:12

Teaching As a Natural Cognitive Ability 385

acted on; encoding, maturation, and automatization as mechanisms that foster
learning, etc.

Substantive structures influence researchers’ views of their discipline and
lead them to ways they choose to obtain the data they interested in, inter-
pret that data, and draw conclusions. In other words, substantive structures
influence syntactic structures, and vice versa.

What constitutes a discipline or field has been a subject of intense in-
vestigation in the history and philosophy of science and the social sciences.
What teachers understand to be the syntactic and substantive knowledge of
disciplines comprise most of teachers’ SMK.

Research and theory development led me to appeal to keep SMK and PCK
separate, rather than see them as inextricably intertwined, as Shulman (1986)
suggested. The main idea is that how we teach is related to our understandings
of the mind and how learning takes place in others’ minds. What we teach is
related to our SMK.

Let me give an example of what I mean. Many teachers believe that complex
material is difficult to learn, and one way to make that complex material easier
is to break it up into its component parts. This teaching strategy is guided by
a view of the mind and learning. In contrast, the places where teachers break
up the material into its parts are connected to their SMK.

My theoretical work suggests and my research shows that teachers with
considerable and deeply organized SMK and those whose SMK is impover-
ished and organized in a shallow manner teach the same way, a way guided
by their conception of others’ minds and learning (Strauss, Ravid, Magen, &
Berliner, 1998; Strauss, Ravid, Zelcer, & Berliner, 1999; Haim, Strauss, &
Ravid, in press).

In contrast, these same studies found that what these teachers taught was
very different. Teachers who broke up complex material did so at the places
where they thought that the subject matter could be broken. And because
they had different SMK, due to their different knowledge organizations, the
subject matter they taught was different.

In contrast to Shulman’s (1986) suggestion that PCK and SMK are in-
extricably intertwined, my work indicates that teachers’ SMK should be
kept conceptually separated from their understandings of how it is learned
(PCK).

An implication from my view is that we should not have illusions that
teacher education courses about how to teach difficult concepts in, say, history
(i.e., teaching PCK) should influence their SMK about history. Similarly,
there is no reason to believe that teaching teachers about history (SMK) will
influence the ways they will teach history.
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Summary

I sketched a brief position about how teaching has the possibility of shed-
ding light on the cognitive sciences and vice versa. As far as I know, some
of the areas mentioned above have not been studied at all, and the others
that have been studied have had little research conducted in them. And
when that research was conducted, it was not motivated by the concep-
tual account I have been giving here about teaching as a natural cognitive
ability.

I believe the positions outlined here∗ have the possibility of opening up
research on teaching so that it could include the nexus where humans’ bi-
ological, psychological, and cultural endowments are examined. And in so
doing, we may be exploring an area that is fundamental to what it means to
be human.
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