Cultural Practices and their Effects on Child Motor Skills Development

Being someone who has lived as an ex-pat in Southeast Asia on and off over the past two decades, cultural differences are an all too familiar topic and a fascinating one at that. But what is culture? And what effects could it have on child development?
According to the Cambridge Dictionary (2019), culture could be defined by customs and traditions, and religion plays its part in what makes up culture with the many different rituals and beliefs associated with religious sectors around the globe. Furthermore, sports and hobbies play a part in shaping cultures along with art, music, and languages. Factors that could influence cultural practices include; regional climate, geography, and resources (Cambridge Dictionary, 2019). 
But how do cultural practices affect motor skills development? 
[bookmark: _Int_6qe01wAx][bookmark: _Int_aH5TQa1H]A study of cross-cultural motor skills development among seven-to eight-year-old school children from Greece, Italy, and Norway was achieved by Haga, et al., (2018). The purpose of the study was to ascertain motor skills competence between the three diverse cultures; overall 463 children were evaluated with 132 children from Greece, 126 children from Italy, and 205 children from Norway, they were tested on their fine and gross motor skills. The tests varied from placing Duplo bricks to running on slopes and had a clear outcome with the Norwegian school children outperforming their Italian and Greek peers (Haga, et al., 2018). Students in Norway experience 478 hours of physical activity between the first grade and seventh grade compared to their Greek peers who only experience 53 hours per week from first to sixth grades (Haga, et al., 2018). The study suggests that the reason for this could be the cultural policies and attitudes of parents and educators, with the Norwegian culture placing an emphasis on outdoor physical learning through school curricular activities (Haga, et al., 2018) 
However, the topic is not concluded as more examples of varying motor skills development due to cultural practices can be found. For example, the gahvora cradle which is commonly used by families across central Asia, but from a western perspective could be perceived as shocking behaviour. Indeed, the gahvora cradle was brought to the attention of UNICEF and a study was developed by Karasik, et al. (2018).
According to, Karasik, et al.’s (2018) article covering the findings of the study based in the country of Tajikistan, where infants from birth to two years old and sometimes older would have their arms bound to the side of their bodies with the child’s legs also tied and bound, only leaving a small gap for excretion. Furthermore, children are swaddled in this fashion for up to twenty-three hours per day and cannot move their heads from side to side or up and down. During these years there is little gross or fine motor skill development and in addition to this, visual experiences could also be restricted due to thick blankets covering the cradle during cold weather and translucent blankets being used in warmer conditions (Karasik, et al. 2018). 



[bookmark: _Int_3u0IRiCT]The practice of the gahvora cradle in Tajikistan conflicts with the World Health Organization’s (2018) standards for motor skills development milestones, which suggest that babies between the ages of four months to nine months old should be sitting upright without support and then progressing to standing with support by the age of twelve months, with the eventual goal of walking unaided before a child is eighteen months old (WHO, 2022). However, Karasik, et al.’s (2018) study is far from finished and concludes with the question “Does the severe restrictions of the gahvora affect infant development?” (Karasik, et al. 2018, p.15). The practice seemingly goes against the policies of the World Health Organization (2022) for motor skills development. Although Western cultures still swaddle their newborn babies, it is recommended to stop this practice when a child shows signs of wanting to roll over, which is in accordance with the advice from the Nation Child Trust (2022).
In Contrast to the Tajikistan swaddling method, Super’s (1976) study of infant development on the Kipsigis people in Kenya, found that the Kipsigis peoples’ methods for raising infants encouraged motor skills development and discovered their motor skills were advanced when compared to their Western peers. 
[bookmark: _Int_ERXIVQnM]According to Super’s (1976) research sixty-four Kipsigis children were studied during the first year of their lives, the mothers of the infants were interviewed to acquire a greater understanding of their child-rearing methods. The results of Super’s (1976) study found that Kipsigis infants could sit, stand, and walk significantly earlier than their American peers, furthermore most of the Kipsigis infants achieved this a month earlier. Super’s (1976) study suggests that the Kipsigis mother’s teaching practices were to be accredited for the rapid motor skills development as they purposely taught their children to sit, stand, and walk. 
[bookmark: _Int_hrxgTyZx]However, the Kipsigis infants’ crawling skills were poor when compared with their American peers, a skill which the Kipsigis mothers did not teach. The Kipsigis mothers also crafted special holes in the ground that allowed their babies to sit upright, they were placed in the holes most days until the babies could sit competently, Super (1976) again compares this to American infants who acquire this motor skill much later. 
Super (1976) concludes that although the Kipsigis infants’ motor skills were more advanced than their American peers, these advances only occurred in the skills that were trained by the mother, and indeed they underachieved in skills that were not taught. This is in accordance with Vygotsky's Zone of Proximal Development theory which theorisis that children’s motor skills must be practised and encouraged for them to reach their full cognitive and motor skill potential (Mcleod, 2019). 



Conclusion
Living in ever-increasing diverse communities in which cultures collide more understanding of cultural practices could be needed; therefore, educators and policymakers can adjust to accommodate the new global community and positive child development could be achieved.

Developmental Effects of Adverse Childhood Experiences

Following on from the previous topic; Adverse Childhood Experiences known as ACEs can also affect a child's development through parental practices. According to Young Minds (2018) ACEs “are highly stressful, and potentially traumatic, events or situations that occur during childhood and/or adolescence” (Young Minds, 2018). Furthermore, these experiences can be a one-off event or prolonged exposure to threatening behaviour, physical, sexual, or emotional abuse, also parents’ substance abuse can have a long-lasting effect on a child as well. But how do ACEs affect child development? And why do they affect children?
John Bowlby’s attachment theory (1958) could help answer why, Bowlby’s (1958) study theorised that mental health and behavioural issues with children and adults could be associated with childhood adversity, with this having damaging health effects that can occur during adulthood (McLeod, 2017).
Dr Nardine Harris’s (2014) ACE study seemingly agrees with Bowlby’s (2014) theory, Harris (2014) suggests that ACEs can affect a person both mentally and physically to the extent of changing a person’s physiology. Harris (2014) opened the Center for Youth Wellness in San Francisco with the purpose of screening for ACEs in children and potentially healing them. Harris (2014) states that: a person with an ACE score of four is two and a half times more likely to develop hepatitis, or chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), and four and a half times more likely to become depressed, furthermore they are twelve times more likely to attempt suicide than a person with zero ACEs. However, Harris (2014) suggests that these effects are caused by severe threats and compares a bear attack to the effects ACEs have on the human body, implying that when a person is face to face with a bear in a forest the person's body will release adrenaline and cortisol to ready for an assault or to run away, and that this is the exact response a child's body will make when an abuser is near or anticipated. This reaction is defined as toxic stress which “can occur when a child experiences strong, frequent, and/or prolonged adversity” (Harvard University, 2022). 



Overuse of the hormones adrenaline and cortisol can lead to health-damaging effects as stated previously but also; a higher risk of heart disease and lung cancer with a possible life expectancy reduction of twenty years for the victim (Harris, 2014).
The Center for Disease Control and Prevention (2022) or CDC, gives some examples of contributing factors to ACEs:
· experiencing violence, abuse, or neglect
· witnessing violence in the home or community
· having a family member attempt or die by suicide
Also included are aspects of the child’s environment that can undermine their sense of safety, stability, and bonding, such as growing up in a household with: 
· substance use problems
· mental health problems
· instability due to parental separation or household members being in jail or prison
                                                                                       (CDC, 2022)

The CDC (2022) confirms some effects of ACEs stating that, they are connected to chronic health problems and mental illness, with brain development and immune system development suffering as well. Furthermore, ACEs can have a negative effect on education and job opportunities causing a lower income for the victim, who may also struggle in social situations while enduring depression or anxiety (CDC, 2022).
So, it seems Adverse Childhood Experiences are typically acquired by children when they are in their homes through physical and/or mental abuse. But what kinds of preventative measures can be taken? Indeed, in Wales the ACE Support Hub opened in 2018 with the aims of supporting schools and helping with their child adversity practices (Estyn, 2020). The ACE Support Hub offers three levels of training for teachers or staff involved in educating children. The first level teaches ACE awareness so that educators can recognise the signs children with ACEs may make. The next level of training covers trauma practices and emotional coaching with a focus on building trust with vulnerable children, while the third level is designed to help educators to develop action plans to support vulnerable children. However the report states that this level is still in the  planning stages (Estyn, 2020).






The Estyn (2020) report makes some recommendations to schools suggesting they should: Provide support for children in a whole-school environment while also supporting individuals with ACEs, there should be an emphasis placed on building trusting relationships with families so lines of communication stay open, schools should provide calming environments and spaces for pupils if they need time-out and educators should be trained as trusted adults for vulnerable pupils. The report also advises that information about vulnerable pupils and their families should be shared sensitively and securely with the relevant staff, furthermore confidential mechanisms of sharing the information should be implemented (Estyn, 2020).
The Estyn (2020) report gives some examples of school policies regarding ACEs:
Mount Stuart Primary School, which is in a sub-district of Cardiff and is a diverse school with around 500 pupils with twenty-eight different languages spoken. The school aims to establish a caring and nurturing environment with a focus on supporting the whole family and the individual suffering adversity; consequently, all staff have ACE training with continued professional development.
At Bodnant Primary School, the staff understand that pupils with ACEs have trouble engaging with schoolwork which can negatively impact behaviour and attendance, because of this the school adopts an ethos of building positive relationships with parents and carers. The school promotes special work groups which encourage yoga, anger management and nature activities. The school also employs a counsellor to help pupils with ACEs (Estyn, 2020).
The Estyn (2020) report surveys several other Welsh primary schools finding that policies regarding ACEs are proactive and that awareness is high. 
Conclusion 
Adverse Childhood Experiences can have a detrimental effect on development throughout the lifetime, with health and behaviours impacted. Bowlby's (1958) attachment theory suggests that child adversity has long-term physiological implications for people, which policy makers seem to recognise. Therefore, schools playing a part in identifying and preventing ACEs could potentially improve child and adult development.






Socioeconomic Status and Child Language Development

According to the Early Intervention Foundation’s report (2017) authored by Dr Kirsten Asmussen, et al. (2017), the way in which children develop language skills can impact their lives positively or negatively, affecting emotional development but also communication, relationship, and reading and writing development. The report (2017) suggests that socioeconomic status (SES) is a factor in language acquisition, with children from low-income households developing language skills at a slower rate than children from middle to high-income households. The report states that: “The UK prevalence rate for early language difficulties is between 5% and 8% of all children, and over 20% for those growing up in low-income households” (Asmussen, et al. 2017). The report’s (2017) findings suggest that children living in low-income households are cognitively disadvantaged which in turn impacts their performance at school (Asmussen, et al. 2017).

How do children develop their language skills? 
With regard to understanding the fundamentals of child language development, B. F. Skinner (1957) argued that his theory of Operant Conditioning (1948) could explain how children learn to speak; Skinner (1957) believed that the probability of a human response being repeated could be increased or decreased by using a reward and punishment system (McLeod, 2018). The Operant Conditioning experiment (1948) was conducted on rats within a Skinner box and used a system of positive and negative reinforcement which rewarded or punished the rats for their behaviour, this affected the rat's decision making. Skinner (1957) believed that this experiment translated to how children learned to speak, believing that children developed their language skills by imitating what they hear, and through parents or caregivers' positive and negative reinforcement, causing children to imitate the correct response (McLeod, 2018).
So, it could be plausible that societal conditions are causing poor language development through negative reinforcement.







However, in contrast to Skinner’s (1957) views on language development, Noam Chomsky (1957) proposed his LDA (Language Acquisition Device) theory (1957) in opposition to Skinner’s Operant Conditioning theory (1957). Chomsky’s LDA theory (1957) suggested that all human beings are born with programming to enable them to learn and develop language skills in an instinctive manner (Keenan, et al., 2016, pp.215-219). Chomsky’s theory (1957) suggests that LDA is a mechanism within the human brain that has evolved over time and this mechanism allows children to develop language skills rapidly. Chomsky (1957) argued that because children make grammatical mistakes when they talk like; “sheeps” and “goed” which adults do not say, this means that children are not learning through imitation alone and in fact are learning a language through Chomsky’s LAD mechanism of the human brain theory (1957) (Keenan, et al., 2016, pp.215-219). 
Chomsky’s theory (1957) may suggest that the socioeconomic status of a household does not play a significant part in language development as the theory suggests that children will naturally learn to speak. However, the LDA theory has gained much merit since its conception, although the main criticism of this theory today is that there are not any neurological findings to support the theory (Keenan, et al., 2016, pp.215-219).
[bookmark: _Int_C9IhdtYA]However, it seems that children living in low-income households develop language skills at a slower rate than their wealthier peers, that is according to Asmussen, et al. (2017). So, do schools recognise a need to tackle child poverty or indeed link socioeconomic status to underachievement?
Well, the main findings of an Estyn report (2011) on tackling poverty in schools, suggest that there is a strong link between socioeconomic status and children underachieving at school. The report states that pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds do not achieve as well as their wealthier peers, and most schools fail to effectively support their development. The Estyn report (2011) recommends that schools reduce the impact inequality has on pupils, by identifying them and effectively tracking and monitoring their progress, furthermore support should be made available including out-of-hours support. The Estyn report (2011) found that schools following these guidelines have positively impacted literacy development for their pupils.







One such school was Lliswerry Primary School which adopts “a whole school approach to support disadvantaged learners” (Estyn, 2011, p. 34) the school is situated in the Newport area of southeast Wales and had 524 pupils at the time of the report (2011), with approximately twenty-five per-cent of pupils being entitled to free school meals. Proactively Lliswerry Primary School developed an assessment tracking and monitoring system. The data they collected was used to identify underachieving individuals and assist with their development. There is also a focus on staff training so they are equipped to help their disadvantaged pupils, furthermore because of the initiatives taken by the school over a four-year period pupils achieved higher English grades with eighty-eight per-cent of pupils achieving level four, which is above the national average, moreover, confidence was increased, and communication skills improved.
Similarly, Penllwyn Primary School also in south-eastern Wales, prioritises tackling the development of socioeconomically disadvantaged pupils, the report suggests that improvements to pupils’ grades due to establishing a tracking and monitoring system has aided vulnerable pupils. The report states: “The performance gap between pupils eligible for free school meals and those who are not has narrowed notably” (Estyn, 2018).
Conclusion
It seems that socioeconomic status can have a negative impact on childrens' language development and that policymakers at least in Wales are taking the matter seriously through school practices. However, tackling the root cause could prove difficult so a look at the theories of Skinner (1957) and Chomsky (1957) for fundamental help may be critical for improving language development among disadvantaged children.
