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Introductory books on child, adolescent or life-span psychology aim at informing and educating students who are novices in the field of developmental psychology. These text books are often glamorous and expensive, and they attempt to simplify the complexity of developmental theorizing by either topically or chronologically working through recent (and sometimes not so recent) research findings from different theoretical approaches. Consequently, students of human development in their early stages often find different and even contradictory findings of differing theoretical provenance right next to one another, without being able to fully grasp that both versions could be valuable and even “correct.” 
Therefore, a textbook that details the differences between different theoretical approaches, outlining the differing assumptions with regard to what is actually developing and how development occurs, is an absolute necessity – not only to sort out how contradictory findings can originate, but also to offer to students an array of choices among which they can agentively choose as a springboard to actively engage in inquiry of their own. This is what Neil J. Salkind , the author of numerous other text books (among them Child Development and Theories of Human Development) has undertaken with his new book, which is explicitly titled ‘An Introduction to Theories of Human Developoment’ (henceforth ITHD).
It appears to be that ITHD is tailored to students who have had at least an introductory course into any field of human development. And it also appears that this book takes for granted the willingness of the student/reader to compare between different theories in order to settle for the “best” – meaning the most scientific – so as to anchor one’s own inquiry within the domain of ‘doing science.’ Consequently, the author has chosen to start with a brief introduction to scientific inquiry, within which theories of development are nested. The theories represented in this book then are framed within four different approaches (also called ‘views’, ‘perspectives’ or ‘models’): the maturational/biological, the psychodynamic, the behavioral, and the cognitive. Within each of the four approaches, the reader finds two different theories, so that each approach is illuminated from two different angles. The final chapter concludes with a comparison of the different theories in order to enable students of human development to evaluate the different theories and their claims, and to be able to make an informed decision about how to engage in inquiry of their own.

Overall, ITHD is an excellent introduction for students who are already grounded – or who at the very least intend to become grounded – in traditional ways of ‘doing science.’ It is clear and well structured, reader-friendly (including summary boxes, illustrations, highlights of important points, and employs jargon only where it is necessary – without oversimplifying or dumbing down), orients to up-to-date additional readings and web sites, and, not irrelevant for students, it is not too expensive. In addition, it follows the frame established by similar books for a more advanced readership that also attempt to compare and contrast theories of development (e.g., Crain, 2004; Green & Piel, 2002). However, having used this book in my class, and approaching the end of the semester, I am left somewhat unsatisfied. And although I am not sure whether my general feeling can be blamed on ITHD or whether it is due to more general constraints (or my poor teaching skills), I nevertheless started pondering what an optimal introductory textbook into theories of human development should look like. 
First of all, I am puzzled why ITHD, as so many others of this genre of textbooks, reads like – and I know I may sound disrespectful – reviews of dead men’s <sic!> attempts to “get it right” or to “win” in the ‘theory-competition business,’ or worse, as their desperate attempts to make it into the “hall of fame” in the field of developmental science (these were students’ quotes). Behind this lurks the question whether it is at all possible to write a textbook that deals with theories and at the same time one that is refreshing, exciting, future orienting, and motivating to 20-year-olds to dive into one’s own inquiry. – Let me clarify: I don’t mean that students should not be educated in the history of psychological theorizing! In order to know where to go, students, and not just students of human development, need to look back. Knowing where we come from enables options for future orientation. However, 20-year-olds’ more primary interest in studying human development lies less in looking back and becoming motivated that way. Rather, young students seem to be deeply interested and concerned with how humans make sense in everyday settings, with the hope that this can lead to understanding themselves better and improving (our/their) daily interactive practices. It is this practical, applied orientation, embedded in everyday, highly politicized realities, that 20-year-olds live by and that leads them to take courses in developmental psychology. And 20-year-olds these days know that socio-political realities are the grounds for the emergence of theories, their constant change, and actual feedback on how we think and make sense. So what I am trying to ask is whether there are any better ways to connect the different extant approaches and theories, the way they have come into being, and the way they linger into our everyday sense-making, to where our young students are. And although I have no recipe answer, my sense is that we can learn from history teachers who used to have similar problems. In contrast to historians, fortunately (but also unfortunately), we in Psychology don’t have the kinds of “teachable moments” – such as the Vietnam War or 9/11 – to get pertinent questions into the heads of students with an incredible urgency and to start theorizing history backwards from these moments; but there are similar ways of connecting what we as psychologists consider pertinent to everyday occurrences in our students’ lives. 
In a similar vein, I would like to raise the question of whether a textbook of this kind can afford to avoid the old dichotomies of nature vs. nurture, maturation vs. learning, continuity versus discontinuity, or universals versus individual differences? Salkind touches on these dichotomies in his two introductory chapters and successfully steers clear of turning them into issues for debate. This is laudable. However, what students seem to take away from being only briefly introduced to these ideologically loaded dichotomies is the general message that it might be wise to adopt a middle course between the opposite ends and make a compromise – a supposition I find problematic. And in light of this experience, I am wondering whether it might be possible to start an introductory book by branding these dichotomies as ‘old wars’ and moving forward to alternative ways of introducing developmental theorizing that might excite young students to become engaged in doing inquiry themselves. Again, I am not suggesting to simply bypass any discussion of these dichotomies. However, introducing these dichotomies for class discussion is hardly ever productive, and distracts students from engaging in the risky business of sticking their necks out and engaging in inquiry of their own.
Salkind starts ITHD with a definition of “development as a progressive series of changes that occur” (p. 15) in some (observable) phenomena, as if development is out there and can be seen, measured, explained and predicted. Only in the last two pages of his concluding chapter to ITHD (pp. 307-308) is this predilection relativized and turned into a perspective through which continuities or discontinuities are always imposed onto the phenomena under scrutiny. Again, I think this is what students need to hear (or read) about at the very beginning; before we even start theorizing. Following Kaplan’s (1983) insightful comment, that it is impossible to read off development directly from the phenomena in the world, I would like to add that it is equally impossible to see or read off changes or permanence directly in the world. What we, as humans, consider stable and what we consider mutable requires a position from which a figure and a ground can come to existence, so that time can be infused therein as a meaningful entity and serve as the tertium comparationis, the common third, from which a comparison of ‘constancies and changes over time’ is possible. Furthermore, what distinguishes our inquiry as developmental scientists from the inquiry of historians? Is it really the distinction that we are dealing with explanations (and predictions) while they are ‘just’ interested in (better) understanding? Is it that they followed Dilthey, while we chose to follow Ebbinghaus? And to intensify this question: What about the value orientation that our point of view adds to what we see as permanent or changing? – Students who had a course in qualitative methods or interpretive psychology (which students at my institution have) were likely to resist this simplification and might demand a discussion of these issues before getting into the business of comparing and contrasting developmental theories with each another.
The last issue I want to touch on, unfortunately did not – and most likely could not – surface in class at all. It is a striking limitation in methods that have been (uncritically) adopted to do the job. The theories discussed and opened up for comparison and evaluation in ITHD predominantly deal with changes within the life-course of individuals (or groups of individuals), which at first glance seems to be understandable. But how do students learn to conceptualize onto-genetic changes within the larger scope of phylogenetic, sociogenetic and microgenetic developments? Traditional developmental theories, with minor exceptions, have excluded these topics from their offerings, thereby seriously limiting their research foci. This raises the question of how we can orient students to methodologies that are not typically covered by those theories that make it into introductory methods books? And more broadly speaking: How do our students learn to think outside the box and develop novel ways of doing inquiry in their own labs?
Having said very little about what Salkind does well in his ITHD, I should hasten to say, everything else: The (typical) limitation to four approaches, (i) the maturational/biological approaches, (ii) the psychodynamic approach, (iii) the behavioral perspective, and (iv) the cognitive view, serves the function of setting these approaches up for highly illuminating comparisons in the concluding chapter, which forms the crowning achievement of the book. This, overall, makes ITHD a good, though very traditional introduction that helps students assess what has been done thus far in developmental theorizing, and what – in the face of this particular past – can be done. It gives students an excellent opportunity to anchor themselves with their own inquiry in the matrix of these four different approaches. – My ruminations were more along the line of establishing a wish list expressing the desire to lay open alternative ways of designing and writing a textbook for students of developmental science.
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