
Development and Assessment
in Childhood: Introduction to 
Developmental 
Psychopathology

Session 2 
Dr. Speer

Image of children coloring



Think. Pair. Share.

• What is one of your favorite 
books/show/movies?



Developmental 
Psychopathology

From Cicchetti (citing Sroufe 
and Rutter, 1984)
“the study of the origins and
course of individual patterns
 of behavioral maladaptation”
•Includes “the emerging 
behavioral repertoire, cognitive 
and language functioning, social 
and emotional processes, and 
changes occurring in anatomical 
structures and physiolgical 
processes of the brain”



Developmental 
Psychopathology

• Research in this area seeks to
• Integrate knowledge from multiple 

disciplines to examine
• How multiple levels of a system 

interact to influence outcomes
• Reciprocal nature of these 

interactions
• The pattern and course of 

adaptive and maladaptive 
behaviors, normal and non- 
normative behaviors and 
development

• The pathways that lead to 
outcomes

• Especially the influence of stressors



“Everyone carries 
between five and 
50 genetic 
glitches that 
might predispose 
that person to a 
serious physical 
or mental illness”
•Craig Venter, 
president of Celera 
Genomics, one of the 
two teams that 
cracked the human 
genome 



Venter has wasted little time in playing down the importance of the genes 
he has catalogued. He cites the example of colon cancer, which is often 
associated with a defective "colon cancer" gene. Even though some 
patients carry this mutated gene in every cell, the cancer only occurs in 
the colon because it is triggered by toxins secreted by bacteria in the gut. 
Cancer, argues Venter, is an environmental disease. Strong support for this 
viewpoint appeared last year in the New England Journal of Medicine. 
Researchers in Scandinavia studying 45,000 pairs of twins concluded that 
cancer is largely caused by environmental rather than inherited factors, a 
surprising conclusion after a decade of headlines touting the discovery of 
the "breast cancer gene," the "colon cancer gene," and many more.



Epigenetics
DNA blueprints passed down 
through genes are not set in 
concrete at birth.

“Environmental influences, 
including nutrition, stress, and 
emotions, can modify those 
genes without changing their 
basic blueprints and those 
modifications …can be passed 
down to future generations”(p. 
36).  -Bruce H. Lipton, PhD

What does this mean for us as 
social workers?
https://www.ted.com/talks/moshe_szyf_how_early_life_experience_is
_written_into_dna#t-977717

https://www.ted.com/talks/moshe_szyf_how_early_life_experience_is_written_into_dna
https://www.ted.com/talks/moshe_szyf_how_early_life_experience_is_written_into_dna


TERATOGENS

Chemical or physical agents that 
cause fetal malformations
It may have different effects at 
different points of development 
based on gender, and different 
doses.



TERATOGENS

• Alcohol
• Nicotine
• Cocaine
• Lead
• Marijuana
• Heroin
• Environmental chemicals
• Syphilis
• What else?

May be physical (come from 
environment and physically affect 
mother or fetus), infectious 
(virus), or chemical (let into the 
fetal and maternal environment)





Prenatal Care

Getting early and regular prenatal 
care can enhance the chances of a 
healthy pregnancy and has been 
correlated with positive outcomes.
It can help to reduce the risk of 
pregnancy complications and the 
infant's risk for complications.
Mothers who do not receive 
prenatal care are three times more 
likely to have a low birth weight
baby and their baby is five times 
more likely to die.



Systems Theories -
Overview 

Focuses on the interrelatedness of people 
and environments and how people and 
environments approach adaptation
1.Person in Environment: Often used to 
refer to how we define a client (i.e., the 
unit of analysis).
2.Systems Theory: Offers framework for 
understanding how systems are 
formed/organized and function.
3.Ecological Perspective: Emphasizes 
“goodness of fit” between different system 
levels (i.e., micro, mezzo, macro).
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Contextual 
Influences: 
The 
Ecological 
Model

Ecological Theory:
• Development is a process of 

progressive mutual accommodation 
between a person and the 
environment

• Interaction is dynamic and 
bidirectional among components of 
the system



Review of Systems of Interactions

Microsystem: patterns of activities, roles, interpersonal relations in a 
particular setting, e.g. home, school, extended family, parents

Mesosystem: patterns of interactions between two or more 
microsystems

Exosystem: interactions that don’t directly involve the individual, e.g. 
parental employer

Macrosystem: Cultural dynamics (sense of self in relation to other, 
explanations for behaviors, patterns of help-seeking, symptom 
expression)





Psychosocial 
Development 
Theories
Social workers frame these theories in terms of 
systems, strengths, and multiculturalism

Common theories:
Freud’s psychoanalytic theory
Piaget’s cognitive theory
Erikson’s ego psychology theory (life span 
development)
Kohlberg’s and Gilligan’s moral development 
theory
Fowler’s faith development theory
Pavlov’s and Skinner’s behavioral theories
Bandura’s social learning theory
Bowlby’s and Ainsworth’s attachment theory



In small groups, please review the 
assigned age group and prepare to 
share it with the class
• Cognitive Development (Piaget)
• Psychosocial Development   

(Erickson)
• Moral Development (Kohlberg)

Developmental
Theory Review



Cognitive Development (Piaget)

Piaget stages of conscious thought processing & reasoning.
1. Sensorimotor (birth to about 2 years): reflex activity, circular 

reactions, coordination of secondary schemes, invention 
through mental combination, object permanence

2. Preoperational (age 2 –7 years): language, symbolic 
thought, pretend play, conscious of self, focus on the 
moment, mentally visualize things not present

3. Concrete operations (age 7-11 years): reasoning, logic, 
reverse operations, conversations, seriation, classification, 
transitivity, multi-tasking, remembers changes

4. Formal operations (age 11-15 years): hypothetical deductive 
reasoning and combination of thought



Assessment and Points to 
Remember for cognitive 
development

Sequence generally verified
Not just maturation
Cultural variations always 
present
Interaction with environments 
Role of natural experience 
Role of social experience



Erikson’s Ego Psychology / 
Psychosocial Development

1. Trust vs mistrust
2. Autonomy vs shame/doubt
3. Initiative vs guilt
4. Industry vs inferiority
5. Identity vs role confusion
6. Intimacy vs isolation
7. Generativity vs stagnation
8. Integrity vs despair



Erikson’s Psychosocial Development



Moral 
Development

• Focuses on how reasons regarding 
“should’s” and “should not’s” of individual 
conduct

• Often dictated by societal norms
• An aspect of socialization where these 

rules are internalized as values
• Often seen as dependent on cognitive 

development





Small 
Group 
Reflection

• What are the key distinctions across 
theories?

• What critiques do you have of these 
theories?

• Any concerns for applying theory to diverse 
populations?

• How will you use these theories to 
understand and assess your client’s 
behaviors?



Growth 
Curve



How Early Do Infants Possess 
Emotions?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WJNYSga0Czk

One View: Learned Gradually limited repertoire - over time
shown by facial expressions

Other View: All present right away maybe not obvious or 
consistent

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WJNYSga0Czk


Parents and Caretakers
need to provide:

Physical safety
Emotional security
Trust
Create a home base
Continually strengthening 
attachment relationship



Sources of 
Anxiety in 
Early 
Childhood

• Lack of ability to communicate needs
• Frustration over limitations
• Separation from parents
• Anxiety over being bad
• Losing self-control
• Body anxiety-esp. around toilet 

training



Environmental Impacts: 
Toxic Stress Example



How does TV 
affect the 
developing brain?

•https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
BoT7qH_uVNo
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School Adjustment 
Problems

• Anxiety created by demands 
for performance

• Emotional volatility 
common in children of 
this of age

• Individual cognitive/emotional 
development may not match 
demands of the environment 
(PIE)

• Superego development of 
right and wrong, discipline 
frequently requires shame or 
punishment



Reflection Questions: 
Application to your 

Practice
Considering developmental
psychopathology and 
developmental theories, how do 
you prioritize emphasis on 
emotions, cognitions, behaviors, 
and/or relationships in your clinical 
assessment?

How might this impact diagnostic 
assessment?



Summary:
Context & 
Developmental 
Pathways

Social workers need to appreciate that 
thoughts and behaviors are influenced by 
neurobiology AND that neurobiology is 
influenced by context/experience.

The earlier changes occur in 
environmental circumstances, the 
shorter the time a particular 
pathway remains as is.
The more sustained changes are, 
the more permanent the changes 
will be.
Similar developmental outcomes can 
result from many different 
developmental pathways. 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vCKgj6ytsuU



Questions?

Comments?



• http://abcnews.go.com/US/study-shows-foster-children-high-rates-
prescription-psychiatric/story?id=15058380

http://abcnews.go.com/US/study-shows-foster-children-high-rates-


Theory of Mind in Child Development

• http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cTP01Wbsh0E&feature=related

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?x-yt-
cl=85114404&v=8hLubgpY2_w&x-yt-ts=1422579428

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=10kQYsiaYL8

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GOCUH7TxHRI

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cTP01Wbsh0E&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?x-yt-
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=10kQYsiaYL8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GOCUH7TxHRI

