


Psychologists attempt to explain children and young people’s development using psychological theories. Many different approaches are used to help understand how a child learns and develops and also what influences their behaviour. This essay will focus on the social learning theory and the psychosocial theory, as well as the main theorist behind the approaches. It will look at each theory in turn, and how the theory can be used to help to understand and further a child’s development.
Albert Bandura was the main theorist behind the social learning theory. Bandura shares similar views to that of the behavioural and cognitive approach, but believes that learning is mainly down to the environment (Maltby, Day and Macaskill, 2017). Podgurski (2016) implies that Lev Vygotsky championed the social learning theory, but suggested that language also plays a significant part. Edinyang (2016) voices that the main idea of the social learning theory is that a child learns through the observation of those around him, such as; parents, siblings, teachers, and friends. It is known that from Bandura’s doll experiment, children were more likely to imitate the adult’s behaviour they had just witnessed; whether that was kindness or violence. The social learning theory can sound similar to operant conditioning, but there is a difference between the two. In the social learning theory, a child will observe a behaviour and create a mental picture in their mind with the likely consequences of that particular behaviour; operant conditioning does not support this (Citeman, 2007). The process of observational learning follows four steps; attention, retention, reproduction and motivation (Harinie et al, 2017).
Erik Erikson attempted to use psychology to explain human development, he introduced his psychosocial development theory which consisted of eight stages. Erkison’s development theory differed from the likes of Piaget, as his theory was referred to as a life cycle, aimed to explain the development of humans from birth to late-life. Unlike Piaget’s cognitive development theory, Erikson’s eight stages were not set in stone and could be revisited if needed. It is believed by Erkison that at each stage of the theory, the individual faces a conflict, this conflict then results in a negative or positive outcome, which in turn impacts on their development (Gilleard and Higgs, 2016). The first four stages of Erikson’s life cycle take place between birth and roughly age 12, during this time a child must learn to not become overly dependant on those around her, play must be a vital part of these stages and encouragement to carry out tasks using reinforcement by teachers and parents must be present (Malone et al, 2017). Stage five is considered to be the bridge between childhood and adulthood, taking place between age 12 and 18. At this stage an adolescent is believed to find their own identity, which negatively could result in identity confusion (Healthline, 2020). The final three stages of Erkison’s life cycle development theory is thought to be where an adult seeks for intimacy, to teach others for their future, and reflection on the individual’s own life with the feeling of wholeness (Orenstien and Lewis, 2020).
Erikson’s psychosocial development theory and the social learning theory both offer an explanation into the way a child develops, however there are several differences which set these approaches apart. Erikson’s theory offers an explanation of how personality in a child is formed using eight life stages (Sokol, 2009), whilst Bandura focuses his theory on the social impact to learning though observation and imitating. Erikson’s approach has different assumptions to that of Bandura’s social learning theory. Erikson assumed that if an individual was faced with a life changing conflict, to which they must positively overcome it in order to be prepared for the next stage; failing to overcome it with a positive outcome would leave the individual unprepared for the next stage in his theory. Erikson also believed that if a child does not receive comfort from a parent or caregiver in stage one, then this will lead to mistrust; starting the eight-stage cycle off negatively and causing issues further into the remaining seven stages (Guarino, 2020). Bandura’s main assumptions are that individuals learns through social interactions, by observing, imitating and modelling. Bandura’s social learning theory can be blended with the cognitive development theory; Bandura implied that although a person can learn through social interactions, and they can also learn by self-administrated reinforcement. When an individual does something to make themselves feel better, such as learning to play a new instrument. An individual will first have the thought of wanting to play a new instrument which would be cognitive and will carry this out by watching online videos, therefor this would be the social learning theory taking place. Bandura voiced that in order for learning through observation to result in a change of behaviour, there must be four steps; attention, retention, reproduction and motivation (Kurt, 2019). Erikson believes that the learning and development happens between the person, and social and biological factor; whereas Bandura’s theory is mainly between the individual and the environment. The eight-stage life cycle is set in pattern, but does not object to an individual going back to a previous stage through out their life. On the other hand, Bandura implies that a person can observe others at any point in their life and adapt their behaviour based on modelling. Nabavi (2012) offers that a live model is considered to be a parent or a teacher, whilst a symbolic model is seen as a person in the media or on television. If a person observes a behaviour, good or bad, they construct a mental image including the likely consequences of that particular behaviour; if positive then the behaviour of the observer is likely to be adapted and carried out. If the reward for that behaviour proves unbeneficial for the individual, it is said to be unlikely that the individual will model their behaviour on the observed in the future, or any behaviour similar. Boyd and Bee (2014) suggest Erikson agreed with many of Sigmund Freud’s advances, such as the early years being a vital time for development. Contrasting Freud’s theory, Erikson argued that an individual’s identity is not concrete at the age of adolescent, instead voicing that it is an ongoing process which is continually developing. Erikson’s theory received more focus towards infancy and childhood, with not as much explanation for adult life. It is also believed that Erikson aimed the eight-stage theory more towards boys than girls. The eight-stage theory however gives the insight of where an individual has stalled and in which way the development of the individual is headed (Marcia and Josselson, 2012). Bandura’s social learning theory can be used in many different situations to explain behaviour but Landsford (2012) suggests that when it comes to explaining why an individual behaves the way they do if there is no reinforcement, it is at that point that Bandura’s theory proves limited. 
In regards to explaining child development using the social learning theory, it is evident that the people that are around the child or young person are seen as role models. The behaviour that a child or young person observes can be good or bad, and reinforcement can act as an influence for good behaviour. Jones (2009) believed that as early as the newborn stage, observation and imitation can take place. Jones (2009) suggests that when a newborn observes a parent or caregiver protruding their tongue, it is likely that a newborn will imitate this action by way of observation; the parent or caregiver will offer positive reinforcement and reward the newborn with verbal praise or a smile, prompting the baby to carry out this action again. Smith, Cowie and Blades (2011) share a similar opinion to Jones (2009), since they voice that overtime an infant will gain knowledge of the consequences of crying and smiling based on the social interaction that is displayed from the parent or caregiver. Bandura would offer that in order for the newborn to carry out this imitation, they must first develop a mental image of the consequences; implying that if a newborn is rewarded with a smile each time this action was done in front of them, it would be highly likely they would repeat the behaviour themselves for the positive reward (Nursery World, 2003). The Open University (2020) suggests that through research, symbolic modelling could have a positive or negative affect on a child or young person’s behaviour; with symbolic modelling being television programmes, films, music videos, YouTube videos and video games. It is believed that if a child or young person views violence on television or in video games then this could encourage a child to imitate the behaviour. If violent behaviour is not addressed or the behaviour is displayed by a favoured icon, or even rewarded; this would have an influence on a child’s behaviour (Smith, Cowie and Blades, 2011). On the other hand, a child or young person maybe positively influenced by symbolic modelling, if they view television shows or YouTube videos that they are able to gain knowledge from such as mathematics or science then this would be seen as positive learning though observation. It is important to a child’s development that what they are viewing should be appropriate for them, access to violence or horror could lead to development problems; such as nightmares, bullying and negative affects on learning within the schooling environment (Romita, 2019). 
Implied by Marcia and Josselson (2012), Erikson’s psychosocial development theory gives an insight to a child’s development by giving the opportunity to understand when a child may have had a negative outcome to a particular stage. This would give an understanding of where the child is within their development, giving the chance to work with the child to further their development. Batra (2013) advises that Erikson’s development theory has been used effectively in the school curriculum, and by teachers and parents, with the approach offering an explanation to the development of a child’s personality. Chung (2018) explains that child development takes place over five out of the eight stages of Erikson’s psychosocial theory, during these stages it is believed that a child’s development can be monitored and helped if they are unable to positively overcome a conflict at any stage. Many things can be learnt about a child’s development using Erikson’s theory, such as if a child is able to show trust; if they are confident and open about learning new things, if they can use their initiative by putting new knowledge into practice, and eventually leading to the young person having goals in life and being confident with who they have become. It is important to remember that Erikson believed an individual was able to revisit previous stages, if a young person did not gain trust in the first stage it is implied that the child can revisit this step; offering a second chance at having a positive outcome from this stage would allow the young person to positively move forward from their current stage (Orenstein and Lewis, 2020).
Both approaches discussed in this essay show great insight to how a child and young person develops. Believing that a child mainly learns through observation and imitation, with the help of their cognitive process; Bandura’s social learning theory proves it can explain negative and positive behaviour changes in a child. Smith, Cowie and Blades (2011) demonstrates how influential children are; a child or young person can experience behavioural changes, both positively and negatively by watching television. If a child or young person is surrounded by positive role models, it is likely that the behaviour of the child is to be positive. The social learning theory can be used to strengthen the development of children and young people by understanding their behaviour which is influenced by the environment, and by using reinforcement. Erikson’s eight-stage psychosocial theory can positively or negatively impact the development of a child or young person, this theory gives an understanding as to which area of the cycle a child or young person needs to work on; which allows further support to their future development with the aim of them finding their identity by stage five (Marcia and Josselson, 2012). Both of the theories discussed in this essay lends themselves to understanding and future planning of a child and young person’s development.  
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