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There are many developmental stages that children go through while growing within their families.  Understanding these stages can explain why children do the things they do, increase disciplinary effectiveness, and decrease family stress.

The first stage begins at birth.  It is crucial for children to feel warm, safe, secure, and nurtured within this stage.  Feeling safe and secure builds trust with parents/caretakers, which in turn influences how children feel within themselves, with others, and within their environment.  When children feel mistrust or insecure, they may display clingyness, shyness, and/or tantrums.  These behaviors will increase or decrease depending on the level of trust children feel.  It is important for parents to support, nurture, and attend to their children’s physical and emotional needs, even if these needs sometimes interfere with parents’ personal needs.

“Understanding these stages can explain why children to the things 

they do, increase disciplinary effectiveness, and decrease family stress.”

The next stage begins around 1 year and may last until age 3 or beyond.  Children begin to develop autonomy or independence during this stage.  Children who are more secure and trustful will feel more at ease with autonomy.  They will begin to crawl, walk, and explore their world.  Throughout this journey, children will continue to test trust by seeking positive reinforcement and validation from caretakers.  The more insecure children feel, the more likely they are to have difficulty with autonomy.  They may exhibit fears, nightmares, tantrums, separation anxiety, shyness, and/or clingyness.

Parents often find this stage awkward as children are still very dependent, yet they begin to flirt with independence.  As children become more independent, their personalities may not match parental expectations and/or family rules, making encouragement of autonomy difficult.  As children continue to separate and develop a sense of self, parents may experience feelings of loss, sadness, depression and helplessness, which may also make encouragement of independence conflictual.  Parents need to sort out and work through their own feelings in order for them to be a positive force in their children’s lives.  Parents need to provide support, structure, education, and encouragement of their children’s expressions of independence while continuing to be a source of nurturance and safety.  An example is allowing, accepting, and praising a child’s exploration of pots and pans instead of his/her brand new expensive shiny toys.

“Therapy can provide support and reassurance for parents while 

enduring the never ending task of  raising children.”

The next stage begins around age 3 and may continue through age 6 or beyond.  Children continue to develop trust and autonomy while beginning to exhibit initiative.  The more secure and autonomous children feel, the more likely they are to initiate activities and assert themselves in a positive manner.  The more insecure and doubtful children feel, the less initiative children will exhibit.  Children may not ask as many questions with parents and/or at school for fear of ridicule.  Children may also be less likely to initiate activities.  Examples include playing by themselves, waiting for teachers to call on them (as opposed to volunteering), following peers, and/or not trusting their own judgment.

Parents can help their children by giving them the opportunity to initiate physical activities, answering their questions, and allowing children to develop their own fantasy or play, as these activities are the means in which children express their emotions and thoughts – themselves.

“Parents need to sort out and work through their own feelings in 

order to be a positive force in their children’s lives.”

The last stage to be discussed begins around age 6 and may continue through age 11 or beyond.  The more secure, autonomous, and initiating children feel, the more likely they are to feel comfortable mastering tasks.  Throughout this stage, children can play games and learn by rules, understand cause and effect relationships, take turns during games, and are interested in how things work and are made.  The more encouraged children are to create and complete their tasks, the more confident and secure children feel.

Children who feel more insecure, more reserved, and less autonomous may not achieve as well as others.  Children may be behind academically, not trust themselves, find it more difficult to resist peer pressure, and oppose school and/or social activities.

Parents will want to help children begin and complete a variety of tasks within the limits of each individual child and continue to address and support their children’s emotional needs.

All children, at some point in their lives, may display any of the behaviors exemplified in all of the stages.  If these behaviors interfere with the ability to function in a healthy and positive manner, parents will want to examine their child’s sense of security and the family’s situation.  Parents will also want to consider seeking help.  Initially, it is recommended that physical problems be ruled out by a visit to the family physician.  Beyond a physical cause, parents will want to consider therapy for their children, themselves, and/or the family.  Parents need to recognize that seeking therapy is a means of helping the family, not necessarily admitting that they are to blame.  Therapy can provide support and reassurance for parents while enduring the never ending task of raising children.  

“Beyond a physical cause, parents will want to consider 

therapy for their children, themselves, and/or the family.”

Understanding why children do the things they do, helps caretakers design positive discipline and assist in healthy emotional development for their children.  Discipline is proven to be less stressful, less punitive, more positive, and more effective when caretakers consider the reasons behind the [mis] behaviors.

All Children go through the developmental stages differently.  Accordingly, every child will need to be addressed and understood in terms of his/her own developmental pace.  In order to achieve as little family stress as possible, children and families will need to make many adaptations as children experience growth within all of the developmental stages.

Developmental stages are adapted from Erik Erikson’s psychosocial stages of development.
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