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5-3 Milestone Three: Literature Review 

Understanding the major developmental theories for children and adolescents is critical 

for comprehending how individuals grow and change during these formative years. This 

literature review explores significant theories, including Piaget’s stages of cognitive 

development, Erikson’s psychosocial stages, and Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory. By examining 

these frameworks, we gain insights into the multifaceted aspects of development and the diverse 

factors influencing children and adolescents. 

Theories and Contextual Influences 

Piaget’s Stages of Cognitive Development 

Piaget's theory posits that children move through four stages of cognitive development: 

sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete operational, and formal operational (Ambert, 2020). 

These stages outline how children's thinking evolves from basic reflex actions to complex, 

abstract reasoning. Piaget emphasized that children are active learners who construct knowledge 

through interactions with their environment. This theory has been foundational in understanding 

cognitive development and has informed educational practices worldwide (Goossens, 2020). 

Erikson’s Psychosocial Stages 

Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development identifies eight stages that span the entire 

lifespan, with each stage presenting a unique psychological conflict that must be resolved. For 

adolescents, the critical stage is "Identity vs. Role Confusion," where individuals explore various 

roles and integrate them to form a coherent identity (Goossens, 2020). Successfully navigating 

this stage results in a strong sense of self, while failure can lead to confusion and insecurity. 

Erikson’s framework is particularly relevant in counseling, as it highlights the importance of 

supporting adolescents through their identity formation process. 
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Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory 

Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory emphasizes the fundamental role of social interaction in 

cognitive development. Unlike Piaget, who focused on the individual construction of knowledge, 

Vygotsky argued that mental abilities are socially guided and constructed. He introduced the 

concept of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), which represents the range of tasks that a 

child can perform with the help and guidance of others (Ambert, 2020). This theory underscores 

the importance of cultural context and social interactions in shaping cognitive development. 

Empirical Findings and Practical Applications 

Parenting and Family Dynamics 

The dynamics within the family, including parenting styles and socio-economic factors, 

significantly influence adolescent development. Ambert (2020) explores how different parenting 

styles—authoritative, authoritarian, permissive, and uninvolved—affect children's behavioral 

and emotional outcomes. Authoritative parenting, characterized by warmth and structure, is often 

linked to positive developmental outcomes, while other styles may lead to various challenges. 

Understanding these dynamics is crucial for practitioners working with families to foster 

supportive environments that promote healthy development. 

Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) 

The Society for Developmental and Behavioral Pediatrics provides comprehensive 

guidelines for assessing and treating ADHD in children and adolescents (Barbaresi et al., 2020). 

This resource emphasizes a multidisciplinary approach, incorporating medical, psychological, 

and educational interventions. The guidelines highlight the importance of individualized care 

plans and continuous monitoring to address the complex needs of adolescents with ADHD. 
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These findings underscore the necessity for holistic and collaborative approaches in managing 

developmental disorders. 

Contemporary Challenges and Barriers 

Imbler (2021) discusses the barriers transgender youth face in accessing healthcare, 

including stigma, inadequate provider training, and legal obstacles. These barriers can severely 

impact the mental and physical health of transgender adolescents. The article calls for systemic 

reforms to ensure equitable healthcare access, emphasizing the importance of comprehensive 

policy changes and better educational resources for healthcare professionals. This highlights a 

critical area where developmental theories intersect with social justice, advocating for inclusive 

practices that support all adolescents. 

The primary developmental theories for children and adolescents provide a robust 

framework for understanding the complexities of growth and development. Piaget’s, Erikson’s, 

and Vygotsky’s theories offer valuable insights into cognitive, social, and cultural influences on 

development. Empirical research, such as the studies on parenting styles and ADHD, provides 

practical applications for these theories, highlighting their relevance in real-world settings. 

Addressing contemporary challenges, such as the barriers faced by transgender youth, further 

underscores the importance of integrating developmental theories with inclusive and equitable 

practices. By grounding our understanding in these theories, we can better support the diverse 

developmental needs of children and adolescents, fostering environments that promote their 

overall well-being and growth. 
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