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The Scientific Study ofChild and 

Adolescent Development: Important 


Issues in the Field Today 


WILLIAM DAMON and RICHARD M. LERNER 

The purpose of this book is to offer students an advanced textbook that explores fore
front issues in the study of child and adolescent development. The book's chapters are 
written as state-of-the-science reviews by leading scholars who themselves have been 
making groundbreaking contributions to the topics that they discuss. For this reason, 
the book is unique, both in the depth of its coverage and in the timeliness of the re
search that it presents. As a comprehensive collection of authored reviews, it conveys 
the field of child and adolescent development through the "primary source" of scien
tists who themselves are now shaping that field. The voices of the scientists add a 
lively energy to the important topics that they discuss. 

The chapters in this book began as contributions to the most recent edition of the 
Handbook of Child Psychology (Damon & Lerner, 2006). For the purposes of the 
present text, we edited and abridged the chapters to make them maximally accessible 
to students wishing to master the current state of knowledge in this intricate and ex
panding field. 

To create a text that would present a balanced representation of the field as a 
whole, we selected contributions that focused on the key processes and outcomes of 
child and adolescent development. Taken together, the book's ]9 chapters cover de
velopment in the biological, cognitive, linguistic, social, cultural, moral, personality, 
emotional, and aesthetic domains. In addition, the chapters explore an extensive 

The preparation of this chapter was supported in part by grants to Richard M. Lerner from the National 4-H Council 
and the John Templeton Foundation. 

3 



---

4 INTRODUCTION 

range of contemporary research topics, including the significance of diversity in de
velopment and the results of various social-policy and educational initiatives that at
tempt to foster gains in critical dimensions of youth development. 

The core discipline represented by this text is psychology, but it would be inaccurate 
to claim that the text, or the field itself, stems purely from psychological science. Vital 
contributions have been made by other social and life-science disciplines such as an
thropology, sociology, and biology, and by humanities disciplines such as history and 
philosophy. From its start, the study of child and adolescent development has been a 
multidisciplinary enterprise. The original 1933 edition of the Handbook of Child Psy
chology, despite the term "psychology" in its title, highlighted the work of biologists, 
physiologists, and educators, as well as a long chapter by the then-young anthropolo
gist Margaret Mead. Today the boundaries of child study are expanding even further, 
pushed by recent advances in the cognitive and neurosciences as well as in social and 
cultural theory. The present text reflects the interplay of several disciplines that have 
taken an interest in the development of the child. It is a dynamic and productive inter
play, yielding rich knowledge that no "bounded" discipline in isolation could achieve. 
Psychology, with its special focus on mind and self, is certainly at the center of this in
terplay, but virtually all the analytic frameworks in child and adolescent development 
have been enhanced by insights from other disciplines. 

There are deep theoretical reasons why the study of children and adolescents-or for 
that matter, the investigation of individuals at any point across the life span-requires 
the integration of knowledge from mUltiple disciplines. Factors from all levels of 
human organization-biological factors; psychological and behavioral factors; social, 
cultural, ecological, and historical factors-all combine to influence the developmental 
course of every human life. As a consequence, understanding child and adolescent de
velopment requires more than a focus on psychological functioning. Such a focus is a 
necessary but not sufficient frame for describing, explaining, or optimizing the devel
opment of children and adolescents. 

Scholars today approach the study of individuals across the life span within a frame
work that has been labeled "developmental science" (e.g., Magnusson & Stattin, 2006) 
because it involves the integrative use of the theoretical and methodological skills of 
scholars from the several disciplines that enable changes in all these levels to be under
stood. These disciplines include biology, neuroscience, psychology, sociology, anthro
pology, medicine, nursing, education, law, social work, engineering and computer 
science, economics, geography, ecology, the arts, and history. Scholars from these differ
ent fields focus on phenomena associated with the different levels of organizations noted 
previously-ranging from genes and neurons to social policy and culture. They work to 
understand the contributions to the development of people that are made by evolution; by 
the brain; by emotions, personality, cognition, motivation, and morality; by relations 
within the family or in peer groups and in the community; by the physical ecology; and 
by institutions of society, such as education, health care, business, and faith institutions. 

These scholars do not see their contributions to the understanding of human develop
ment as isolated knowledge. To the contrary, in contemporary developmental science, 
the stress in both theory and research is on relations among variables within and across 
levels of organization (Overton, 2006). For instance, genes contribute to the develop
ment of mind and behavior but, at the same time, behavior and the broader ecology of 
human development influence the function and role in development of genes (Garcia 
CoIL Bearer, & Lerner, 2004; Gottlieb, Wahlsten, & Lickliter, 2006; Lewontin, 2000). 
Suomi (2004), for example, has found that variations in infant-mother and in peer group 
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relations in rhesus monkeys accounts for whether specific genes are associated with ag
gression and poor social skills or with socially skilled and peaceful behaviors. Shiner 
and Caspi (Chapter 6, this volume) report that analogous interactions between genes 
and the social context have comparable outcomes in human development. 

Accordingly, whether studying infancy, childhood, adolescence, or the adult and 
aging portions of the life span, the cutting edge of contemporary scholarship in human 
development is work attempting to integrate information from the several levels of or
ganization involved in the ecology of human development (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 
2006). Such work aims to explain how mutually influential relations between individu
als and their contexts provide the basis for behavior and development. 

A primary goal of this book is to extract from the field ofchild and adolescent devel
opment the best scholarship currently available about how this individual-context rela
tional process works. Each chapter addresses this relational process in its own way, 
with respect to the particular developmental phenomena that it examines. 

Out of this dynamic relation between individual and context comes developmental 
change in all its glorious profusion: learning about the world and the self; acquiring skills, 
values, and knowledge; building biologic and neuronal capacities; gaining new powers of 
attention and memory; forming a unique personality; developing character; establishing 
emotional and behavioral regulation; learning how to communicate and collaborate with 
others; and a host of other achievements that lead to a fulfilled life. Parents, teachers, and 
other adults in all parts of the world value such developmental achievements in children, 
although they do not always know how to understand them, or how to foster them. 

The story of change and progressive growth during the childhood and adolescent 
years is richly documented by the chapters in this text. The chapters in this text provide 
not only empirically driven descriptions of such change but also insightful explana
tions of the general course of change across the first 2 decades of life. In addition, 
many of the authors suggest ways in which theory and research may be applied to opti
mize the chances for positive, healthy development among children and adolescents. 
Not only is application of great interest scientifically, it is also of great interest person
ally to the families and communities that seek to nurture young people. 

This text covers a diverse array of particular topics in childhood and adolescence. 
Within this diversity of topics, there are common themes that cut across the chapters 
and the field itself. Students seeking to understand the field may find it helpful to at
tend to, and master, each of the following key concepts as they appear in this text. 

Developmental Systems Theory 
. 	 . ~--------~--------------------------------

The fundamental theme within contemporary developmental science involves a focus 
on developmental systems theories. These theories help scientists understand mutually 
influential (i.e., bidirectional, reciprocal, or fused; e.g., Thelen & Smith, 2006; Tobach 
& Greenberg, 1984) relations among variables from the multiple levels of organization 
involved in human development. To appreciate the use of developmental systems theo
ries, it is useful to pose two questions that such models help address: 

1. 	 Why should developmental science focus on variables associated with, for instance, 
biology, psychology, culture, and history, to study children and adolescents? 

2. 	 Why should developmental science study the mutually influential relations 
among variables across these levels? 
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Quite specific answers to these questions, ones that are pertinent to numerous areas 
of development---emotions, personality, cognition, motivation, morality, or social rela
tions within the family or with peers, to name a few instances-are found across this 
book. As a general way of answering these questions, however, we may note that over 
the course of its evolution as a field of scholarship, developmental science has found 
that approaches to development that pertain to one discipline or level of analysis, be it 
biology, psychology, or culture, are not adequate to explain the diverse ways in which 
human development occurs (Cairns & Cairns, 2006). Accordingly, across the past 30 
years, approaches to development that seek to account for development by studying 
how variables from anyone level of organization affect and are affected by variables 
from other levels have become of increasing interest and relevance to developmental 
science (Brandtstiidter, 2006; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006; Gottlieb et al., 2006; 
Magnusson & Stattin, 2006). Such approaches have been termed developmental sys
tems models (Ford & Lerner, 1992; Gottlieb et aL, 2006; Lerner, 2006). 

These models, and the several concepts defining or derived from them, constitute a 
superordinate framework for all the work presented in this book. Table 1.1 presents the 
defining features of developmental systems theories. Inspection of this table will pre
pare the reader to appreciate how developmental systems theories frame all the other 
key themes of contemporary developmental science. 

For instance, we may note that among the interrelated features of contemporary de
velopmental systems theories are concepts such as relationism, the integration oflevels 
of organization, historical embeddedness and temporality, relative plasticity, and diver
sity. These concepts are associated with additional concepts, such as reciprocal inter
action, bidirectionality, plasticity, and biobehavioral organization. As explained in 
Table 1.1, these concepts lead to themes ranging from the importance of context for 
understanding human development through the ability to be optimistic that the applica
tion of developmental science may result in the promotion of positive development for 
diverse children and adolescents. To appreciate the import of development systems 
models for these other defining themes of contemporary developmental science, it is 
useful to discuss each of the other themes found in the chapters of this book. 

Context of Human Development 

Developmental science, when framed by developmental systems theories, does not just 
focus on the individual alone as a target of analysis to explain his or her development. 
Instead, developmental systems theories point to the fact that it is essential to consider 
the physical and social ecology within which human development occurs (Bronfen
brenner & Morris, 2006; Elder & Shanahan, 2006). As a consequence, interest in de
velopmental systems ideas has made the role of context in human development a 
pervasive concern in the contemporary study of child and adolescent development. 

All chapters in this book reflect this concern. For instance, variables at both the 
inner-biological and the social-cultural levels of organization provide proximal and 
distal contexts, respectively, of cognitive development (see Chapter 2 by Nelson, 
Thomas, & de Haan) and of personality development (see Chapter 3 by Rothbart & 
Bates and Chapter 6 by Shiner & Caspi). Similarly, characteristics of the psychological 
functioning of the child or adolescent is moderated by the family (see Chapter 4 by 
Parke & Buriel), by the peer group (see Chapter 5 by Rubin, Bukowski, Parker, & 



TABLE 1.1 Defining Features of Developmental Systems Theories 

ARelational Metamodel 
Predicated on a postmodern philosophical perspective that transcends Cartesian dualism, developmental sys
temS theories are framed by a relational metamodel for human development. There is, then, a rejection of al1 
splits between components of the ecology of human development (e.g., between nature- and nurture-based 
variables, between continuity and discontinuity, or between stability and instability). Systemic syntheses or 
integrations replace dichotomizations or other reductionist partitions of the developmental system. 

The Integration ofLevels ofOrganization 

Relational thinking and the rejection of Cartesian splits are associated with the idea that all levels of orga
nization within the ecology of human development are integrated or fused. These levels range from the 
biological and physiological through the cultural and historical. 

Developmental Regulation across Ontogeny Involves Mutually Influential 
Individual t- --7 Context Relations 

As a consequence of the integration of levels, the regulation of development occurs through mutually 
influential connections among all levels of the developmental system, ranging from genes and cell physi
ology through individual mental and behavioral functioning to society, culture, the designed and natural 
ecology, and ultimately, history. These mutually influential relations may be represented generically as 
Levell t- --7 Level 2 (e.g., Family t- --7 Community) and, in the case of ontogeny, may be represented as 
individual t- --7 context. 

Integrated Actions. Individual t- -7 Context Relations, Are the Basic Unit of 
Analysis within Human Development 

The character of developmental regulation means that the integration of actions--of the individual on the 
context and of the multiple levels of the context on the individual (individual t- -7 context)--constitute 
the fundamental unit of analysis in the study of the basic process of human development. 

Temporality and Plasticity in Human Development 

As a consequence of the fusion of the historical level of analysis-and therefore temporality-within the 
levels of organization comprising the ecology of human development, the developmental system is charac
terized by the potential for systematic change, by plasticity. Observed trajectories of intra-individual 
change may vary across time and place as a consequence of such plasticity. 

Plasticity Is Relative 

Developmental regulation may both facilitate and constrain opportunities for change. Thus, change in 
individual t- --7 context relations is not limitless, and the magnitude of plasticity (the probability of 
change in a developmental trajectory occurring in relation to variation in contextual conditions) may vary 
across the life span and history. Neverthcless, the potential for plasticity at both individual and contextual 
levels constitutes a fundamental strength of all humans' development. 

Intra-Individual Change, Interindividual Differences in Intra-Individual Change, 
and the Fundamental Substantive Significance ofDiversity 

The combinations of variables across the integrated levels of organization within the developmental sys
tem that provide the basis of the developmental process will vary at least in part across individuals and 
groups. This diversity is systematic and lawfully produced by idiographic, group differential, and generic 
(nomothetic) phenomena. The range of interindividual differences in intra-individual change observed at 
any point in time is evidence of the plasticity of the developmental system and makes the study of diver
sity of fundamental substantive significance for the description, explanation, and optimization of human 
development. 

(continued) 
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TABLE 1.1 (Continued) 


Optimism, the Application Science, and the Promotion a/Positive Human Development 


The potential for and instantiations of plasticity legitimate an optimistic and proactive search for character
istics of individuals and of their ecologies that, together, can be arrayed to promote positive human develop
ment across life, Through the application of developmental science in planned attempts (i.e" mterventions) 
to enhance (e,g., through social policies or community-based programs) the character of humans' develop
mental trajectories, the promotion of positive human development may be achieved by aligning the strengths 
(operationized as the potentials for positive change) of individuals and contexts. 

Multidisciplinarity and the Need/or Change-Sensitive Methodologies 
The integrated levels of organization comprising the developmental system require collaborative analyses 
by scholars from multiple disciplines, Multidisciplinary knowledge and, ideally, interdisciplinary knowl
edge is sought. The temporal embeddedness and resulting plasticity of the developmental system requires 
that research designs, methods of observation, and measurement, and procedures for data analysis be 
change sensitive and able to integrate trajectories of change at multiple levels of analysis. 

Bowker; and Chapter 16 by Collins & Steinberg), by the school (see Chapter 12 by 
Wigfield, Eccles, Roeser, & Schiefele), and by culture (see the Chapter 17 by Cole and 
Chapter 19 by Spencer). 

Diversity 

Because of the inevitable complexity of the combinations of individual and contextual 
variables that provide a basis of human development, the authors of the chapters in this 
book make clear that individual differences-diversit}'-constitute a fundamental, sub
stantive feature of all human development. Indeed, estimates are that there are over 70 
trillion potential human genotypes, and each of them may be coupled across life with an 
even larger number of physical and social contexts and interpersonal relationships and ex
periences (lErsch, 2004). Therefore, the diversity of development is assured because of 
each person's singular history of individual-context relations. This history makes each 
person's trajectory of change across the life course unique and, indeed, as people age they 
become more different from each other (i,e., there is an increase in interindividual differ
ences in intra-individual change; Baltes, Lindenberger, & Staudinger, 2006), Therefore, 
diversity becomes a fundamental substantive focus for developmental science, 

Although, as noted, all chapters in this book focus on diversity-on both intra
individual change (which is the within-person instance of diversity) and on interindi
vidual differences in intra-individual change (which is the between-person instance of 
diversity), several chapters in this book (Chapter 17 by Cole; Chapter 18 by Beren
baum, Martin, & Ruble; and Chapter 19 by Spencer) are focused specifically on the 
substantive importance of diversity in elucidating what is normative in regard to the 
structure and/or function of developmental change in children and adolescents. 

Multi disciplinarity 
-~---. ---"--------------------------

Clearly, then, the approach to development found across the chapters in this volume in
volves an appraisal of how relations between diverse individuals and similarly diverse 
and changing proximal and distal contexts of the ecology of human development 
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(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) interrelate across life to constitute the basic process 
of development. What is also clear from this approach is that in order to either describe 
or explain the course of these changes, knowledge of the contributions made by vari
ables from different levels of organization need to be integrated. 

For example, the structure and function of genes, hormones, and neurons at the 
physiological level of organization need to be understood in relation to the structure 
and function of both the psychological level of organization (and, for instance, of cog
nitive, emotional, and motivational) and the social level of organization (involving, for 
example, family and peer relationships, and interactions with community organizations 
and cultural institutions). Chapter 2 in this book by Nelson, Thomas, and de Haan; 
Chapter 6 by Shiner and Caspi; Chapter 8 by Tomasello; and Chapter 17 by Cole illus
trate this multidisciplinarity (see, too, Baltes et al., 2006; Elder & Shanahan, 2006; 
Gottlieb et aI., 2006; Overton, 2006). In short, the theoretical and empirical scholar
ship in this book documents the importance of a multidisciplinary approach to study
ing children and adolescents. 

Focus on Biological Development and Neuroscience 

Across this book, there exist several specific substantive illustrations ofthe integration 
of multiple disciplines. A key case in point captures recently emerging interests within 
developmental science on brain-behavior relations and, as well, on a more general, dy
namic approach to biology and physiological function. These emphases are illustrated 
by the chapters in the "Biological Foundations" section of the book (see Chapter 3 by 
Rothbart and Bates and Chapter 2 by Nelson, Thomas, & de Haan) and, as well, in other 
chapters (e.g., Chapter 6 by Shiner & Caspi). Stress is placed on understanding either 
cognitive development or behavioral individuality (temperament, personality) by un
derstanding changes across childhood and adolescence in biological development (as 
compared to attempting to explain development by reference to the static possession of 
genes) and by a systems approach within the study of developmental neuroscience. 

The importance of a developmental approach to biology and neuroscience cannot be 
overestimated. In prior historical eras within the study ofhuman development, many sci
entists seeking to incorporate the contributions of biological level variables (e.g., genes, 
neurons) into the explanation of child and adolescent development sought to reduce the 
complexity of such development to what were regarded as either nonchanging features of 
genetic inheritance (i.e., genotypes; see for instance Plomin, 1986,2000; Rowe, 1994) or 
to characteristics of physiological functioning (neural structure) that were construed as 
"hard wired" (e.g., see Edelman, 1987, 1988 for reviews). These approaches were actu
ally antithetical to a developmental approach to the study of development (e.g., see Gott
lieb, 1998,2004; T. C. Schneiria, 1956, 1957; Tobach & Schneirla, 1968): They reduced 
development to characteristics of the individual that were seen to be fixed and unchang
ing. Simply, they sought to explain development by reference to characteristics that did 
not develop. However, as illustrated by chapters in this book, such nondevelopmental ap
proaches have been superseded by theory and research that sees biological variables as 
products and producers of changes in variables at all other levels of the developmental 
system (e.g., see Gottlieb et a1., 2006; Overton, 2006). 

Accordingly, as illustrated by the chapters throughout this book, multidisciplinarity 
does not mean the addition of a biogenic view of the child with a psychogenic or a 
sociogenic view (Elder & Shanahan, 2006). Instead, developmental scientists work 
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across levels to understand how both individual and contextual variables may combine 
to promote the development of, for instance, specific features of development. such as 
emotions (see Chapter 10 by Saarni, Campos, Camras, & Witherington), motivation 
(see Chapter 12 by Wigfield, Eccles, Roeser, & Schiefele), language (see Chapter 8 by 
Tomasello), concept development (see Chapter 9 by Gelman & Kalish), artistic devel
opment (see Chapter J0 by Winner), morality or problem behaviors (see Chapter 13 by 
Dodge, Coie, & Lynam and Chapter 14 by Turiel), or the selL personality, or gender 
characteristics (see Chapter 7 by Harter; Chapter 6 by Shiner & Caspi; and Chapter 18 
by Berenbaum, Martin, & Ruble). 

In addition, reliance on the contributions of variables from multiple levels of organi
zation (and hence on the province of different disciplines) occurs when developmental 
scientists seek to elucidate development within a specific portion of the life span. This 
approach is illustrated in this book by the chapters on adolescent cognitive develop
ment (Chapter 15 by Kuhn & Franklin) and adolescent social development (Chapter J6 
by Collins & Steinberg). 

Diverse and Innovative Methodologies 

How does such integrative developmental analysis happen? Certainly, theory must pro
vide a frame for any useful empirical work undertaken to understand child and adoles
cent development. However, theory must be coupled with empirically useful methods. 
Given that developmental scientists are drawing from ideas across levels of organiza
tion, we see illustrated in this book the need for and the use of diverse methodologies 
across these different fields. 

These tools often represent innovations in design, sampling, measurement, and data 
analysis. For instance, designs within contemporary developmental science are in
creasingly multimethod in character, seeking to triangulate information across time by 
combining both quantitative and qualitative methods of assessment. Neuroscience 
measurement, for instance, using brain functional magnetic imaging (fMRI) tech
niques may be combined with written or verbal assessment of cognitive or emotional 
functioning (see Chapter 2 by Nelson, Thomas, & de Haan). Similarly, qualitative, 
ethnographic understanding of the cultural values of diverse youth may be linked to 
quantitative measure of individual cognitive development (see Chapter 17 by Cole) or 
of identity and adjustment (see Chapter 19 by Spencer). 

Moreover, while the study of change always requires longitudinal assessments, such 
designs have become increasing complex in developmental science. They may involve 
sequential strategies or time series analyses (e.g., Baltes, Reese, & Nesselroade, 1977) 
or, borrowing from multiple disciplines, cohort analyses, panel studies, program evalu
ation, or dynamic systems analysis (e.g., Teti, 2005; Thelen & Smith, 2006). 

In addition, the data analysis techniques used to appraise dynamic, individual-context 
relations across time have also grown more complex. Quantitative techniques, such as 
structural equation modeling, hierarchical linear modeling, and pattern-centered analy
ses (that combine person-centered and variable-centered approaches) have been for
warded (e.g., see Card & Little, 2007; Duncan, Magnuson, & Ludwig. 2004; Laub & 
Sampson, 2004; Lerner. 2004; Little, Bovaird, & Card, 2007; McArdle & Nesselroade, 
2003; Nesselroade & Ram, 2004; von Eye, 1990b; von Eye & Schuster, 2000: Willett, 
2004). In turn, approaches that capitalize on new computer-based programs for under

• 




------

11 THE SCIENTIFIC Sn;DY OF CHILD AND ADOLESCE!\'T l)EVELOPMENT 

standing the substance and categorical characteristics or configurations of qualitative 
data (e.g., Atlas-ti or configural frequency analysis) have emerged in recent years to be
come effective tools for developmental scientists (e.g., Mishler, 2004; von Eye, 1990a). 
This qualitative research is especially useful as a means to identify the nature of an un
derstudied phenomenon (e.g., as a sample case, see Damon, Menon, & Bronk, 2003, 
and Mariano & Damon, in press, in regard to the study of "noble purpose" in adoles
cents) and/or in triangulating quantitative appraisals of human development. 

Applicat_io_n______~_ 

Across the breadth of the chapters in this book it is clear that developmental science 
has come to value work that moves beyond description and explanation and toward at
tempts to optimize the course of life of diverse children and adolescents. As ill ustrated 
richly throughout this book, in the contemporary instantiation of developmental sci
ence, application is as important a goal of scholarship as is elucidation of basic fea
tures of developmental change. 

Developmental science is aimed often then on proving its worth not only in the halls 
of academe but, as well, in the arena of public policy and in neighborhoods and com
munities nationally and internationally. Schools, youth-serving organizations, faith in
stitutions, mental health clinics, foundations, industry, or government offices are 
places where developmental scientists are, today, likely to be found in large numbers. 

Positive Child and Adolescent Development 

In fact, whether working in laboratories on their campus, or in community-based or
ganizations, educational settings, after-school programs, business, or government, 
there is considerable and growing commonality among developmental scientists in di
recting their work to enhancing the opportunities for health and successful develop
ment among diverse children and adolescents. Indeed, as illustrated in several chapters 
in this book (e.g., see Chapter 19 by Spencer, Chapter 14 by Turiel, and Chapter 10 by 
Winner), the promotion ofpositive child and adolescent development is of fundamen
tal concern (Benson, Scales, Hamilton, & Sesma, 2006; Damon, 2004; Lerner, 2005). 

Indeed, interest in the promotion of positive development may arise when work is fo
cused on the study of basic issues in the description or explanation of a particular fea
ture of development (e.g., the acquisition of linguistic constructions, as in Chapter 8 by 
Tomasello; the neural centers for specific cognitive functions, as in Chapter 2 by Nel
son, Thomas, & de Haan, or the fundamental facets of musical understanding, as in 
Chapter 10 by Winner). In turn, interest in promoting positive development may obvi
ously also occur in relation to highly applied concerns, such as bringing the "voice" of 
the community to bear on the planning of programs to enhance literacy among children 
and parents from immigrant families. Nevertheless, across the settings within which 
they work, developmental scientists are increasingly oriented to using their scholarship 
to inform policymakers, funders, and practitioners about ways to apply developmental 
science to enhance the probability that all youth will develop in positive ways. 

In sum. reflecting the breadth and richness of contemporary developmental science, 
the chapters in this book elucidate eight key themes. Table 1.2 lists these themes. We 
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TABLE .1.2 Key Substantive Themes in Contemporar~~ Developmental Science 

I. Focus on deyelopmental systems theories 
2. Role of context in human development 
3. Individual differences-diversity 
4. Importance of a multidisclpllnary approach 
5. Study of biological development and of developmental neuroscience 
6. Diverse methodologies 
7. Application of developmental science 
8. Promotion of positive child and adolescent development 

believe that these themes all derive from and reflect the integrative ideas of the devel
opmental systems models that, today, constitute the cutting edge of theory, research, 
and application in developmental science (e.g., see Cairns & Cairns. 2006; Damon, 
2006; Lerner, 2006; Overton, 2006; Valsiner, 2006). In addition, together, these themes 
reflect the idea that all facets of the "job description" of developmental scientists-the 
description, explanation, and optimization of behavior and development--are today 
valued and essential components of the study of children and adolescents. 

Conclusions 

Contemporary developmental science-predicated on a relational model and focused 
on the use of developmental systems theories to frame research and application on dy
namic relations between diverse individuals and contexts--constitutes an approach to 
understanding and promoting positive human development that is both complex and 
exciting. The approach, at the heart of the chapters in this book, also offers a produc
tive means to do good science. Such work is informed by philosophically, conceptually, 
and methodologically useful information from the multiple disciplines having knowl
edge bases pertinent to the integrated, individual-context relations comprising the ecol
ogy of human development. 

Indeed, and as illustrated eloquently by the work discussed across the chapters in this 
volume, the value of the science and the applications that constitute the contemporary 
study of children and adolescents are reasons for the growing interest in developmen
tal science. The scholarship presented in this book shows the many ways in which chil
dren and adolescents, in dynamic exchanges with both natural and designed ecologies, 
can learn to thrive. In addition, the work discussed in this book documents how chil
dren and adolescents may themselves create opportunities for their own positive devel
opment. As Bronfenbrenner (2005) eloquently put it, it is these kinds of mutually 
beneficial relations among people and the world that make human beings fully human. 

Scientific findings such as those presented in this text are needed to provide an un
derstanding of how young people can learn to thrive in this world. The importance of 
sound scientific understanding has become especially clear in recent years, when 
news media broadcast story after story based on simplistic and biased popular specu
lations about the causes of human development. The careful and responsible dis
course found in the chapters of this text contrasts sharply with most popular news 
stories about the role of parents, genes, or schools in children's growth and behavior. 
Students who read this text will have a sounder source of information about these vi

« 
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tally important issues. They will find in the chapters of this book the most solid, in
sightful and current set of scientific theories and findings available today in the field 
of child and adolescent development. 
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