
 

Principles and Aspects of Development 
Course: Child and Adolescent Growth and Development (Educ201) 

Introduction 
There is a set of principles that characterizes the pattern and process of growth and 
development. They show that although there are individual differences in children's 
personalities, activity levels, and timing of developmental milestones and cultural differences, 
human development still has a predictable, orderly and universal pattern. An understanding of 
these helps educators to plan appropriate activities and stimulating and enriching experiences 
for children. 

 

I. Principles of Child/Human Development 
A. Development proceeds from the head downward. 

●​ Cephalocaudal Principle: Describes the direction of growth and development from 
head to toe. 

●​ Growth follows an orderly sequence; the child gains control of the head first, then the 
arms, then the legs. 

●​ Implication: Directions of development must be considered when planning activities. 
●​ Application: Helps teachers know what stage of growth children are in to better 

understand their behavior. 

B. Development proceeds from the center of the body outward. 
●​ Proximodistal Principle: Describes development from the center (spinal cord) to the 

outer parts of the body. 
●​ The child's arms develop before the hands; hands and feet develop before fingers and 

toes. 
●​ Implication/Application: Teachers must consider these directions to ensure activities 

align with a child's fine motor dexterity. 

C. Development depends on maturation and learning. 
●​ Maturation: The sequential biological changes that give children new abilities (largely 

driven by the brain and nervous system). 
●​ Readiness: Children must mature to a certain point before progressing (e.g., an infant 

cannot speak until the brain is sufficiently developed). 
●​ Innate vs. Environment: While patterns are innate (genetically programmed), a 

stimulating environment determines if a child reaches their optimal potential. 



●​ Application: Knowledge of these traits helps teachers choose appropriate activities and 
methods. 

D. Development proceeds from the simple (concrete) to the more complex. 
●​ Principle of Hierarchical Integration: Simple skills develop separately and are later 

integrated into complex skills. 
●​ Children use cognitive and language skills to reason and solve problems (e.g., learning 

classification, like understanding that an apple and orange are both "fruit"). 
●​ Application: Forcing a student to do something they are not mature enough for may 

lead to personality disturbance. 

E. Growth and development is a continuous process. 
●​ As a child develops, they add to previously acquired skills; one stage lays the foundation 

for the next. 
●​ Implication: Most children follow a similar, predictable pattern of achievement. 

F. Growth and development proceed from the general to the specific. 
●​ In motor development, an infant will grasp an object with the whole hand before using 

the thumb and forefinger. 
●​ Movements move from large muscle movements to more refined (smaller) muscle 

movements. 

G. There are individual rates of growth and development. 
●​ Principle of Independence of Systems: Each child is different. Although sequences 

are usually the same, the rate at which children reach stages varies. 
●​ This dismisses the notion of the "average child." 
●​ Implication: Rates are not uniform even within an individual (e.g., intellectual 

development may outpace social development). 
●​ Application: Teachers should refrain from comparing one child's progress against 

another. 

H. Development is influenced by both heredity (nature) and environment 
(nurture). 

●​ The process is interdependent. Genetic inheritance provides the foundation, but social, 
cultural, and familial variables contribute to the final product. 

I. Optimal Tendency of Development 
●​ Homeostasis: The body tends to maintain a state of equilibrium and strives to preserve 

a constant internal environment. 



●​ Application: Children should be given goals to reach to sustain enthusiasm and 
interest. 

 

II. Aspects of Development 
A. Physical Development 

●​ Pertains to changes in body structures and functions. 
●​ Growth is rapid during the first year and then steady until puberty. 

B. Cognitive Development 
●​ Orderly changes in mental processes from simple to sophisticated. 
●​ Involves learning, thinking, and language skills, influenced by the child's environment. 

C. Psychosocial Development 
●​ Emotional Development: Learning the skills to live within a family/society and 

regulating emotions. 
●​ Social Development: Dramatic changes in the quality of social relationships; learning to 

build relationships and become a "good friend." 

D. Behavioral Development 
●​ Results from behavioral experimentation. Risk-taking is a normal part of adolescent 

development, helping them shape identities and try out new decision-making skills. 
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Summary Table​
​
 

Principle  Key Concept  Real-World Example 

Cephalocaudal  
Development moves 
from head to toe. 

 
A baby learns to hold their head up before 
they learn to walk. 

Proximodistal  
Development moves 
from the center 
outward. 

 
A child can control their arms (gross motor) 
before they can use their fingers to pick up 
a pea (fine motor). 

Maturation & 
Learning 

 
Biological readiness 
must meet 
experience. 

 
You can't teach a 3-month-old to talk 
because their brain isn't biologically "ready" 
yet. 

Hierarchical 
Integration 

 
Simple skills combine 
into complex ones. 

 
A child learns to hold a crayon, then draw a 
line, then eventually write a letter. 

Continuous Process  
Development is an 
ongoing "build." 

 
Each developmental stage serves as the 
foundation for the next level of maturity. 

General to Specific  
Large movements 
come before refined 
ones. 

 
An infant waves their whole arm to "point" 
before they can use a single index finger. 

Individual Rates  
Everyone has their 
own "internal clock." 

 
One child might walk at 9 months, while 
another starts at 14 months; both are 
normal. 

Nature vs. Nurture  
Heredity and 
environment work 
together. 

 
A child may have the "tall" genes (Nature), 
but needs proper nutrition (Nurture) to 
reach that height. 

Optimal Tendency  
The body seeks 
Homeostasis 
(balance). 

 
The body adapts to its environment to 
maintain internal stability and focus. 
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