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Introduction

The aim of this essay is to reflect on some popular theories for lifespan development and to discuss the ways in which these psychological theories could be applied to my personal practice as a Health and Social Care professional. As a future social worker and family support worker, my primary focus is childcare, therefore the theories which I discuss are to be considered within the context of working with children and young adults and their families.  

Background

I have always been astonished by the complexity of the human mind and for this reason, I have always wanted to learn more about the psychological development of the human and the changes that occur during the different phases of life. Childhood, in particular, I find to be the most fascinating stage of human development, for it is the starting point and the time of fastest and most complex cognitive and physical development. As a mother, I have observed with great admiration my daughter`s first steps, first words and first structured sentences and the phenomenon of human growth has always rendered me speechless. 
I found psychology to be the area of study that I specifically enjoy as it aims to provide answers to the questions that puzzle me the most, and lifespan theories have always been of greatest interest for me. 

Future practice and past experience

Although I don`t have much practical experience as a social worker I believe that good knowledge of lifespan developmental theories like Erikson`s Psychosocial Theory, Piaget`s  Stages of Cognitive Development and Vygotsky`s Social Development Theory, for example, can be beneficial for any professional in the field. In-depth theoretical knowledge could allow for greater sensitivity to the service user`s personal needs. With the information about the emotional and cognitive processes currently taking place in the development of a child, the social worker could make a better professional judgment about what is in the best interest of the child, and therefore provide the best possible care. (O'Neill, 2012). 
Furthermore, acknowledging the difference in the cognitive abilities of a 5-year-old and a 12-year-old child could provide for differentiation in the approaches used for assessing their needs and the factors which influence their current situation. In the light of Piaget`s theory, for example, a child in a preoperational stage would find it difficult to explain situations chronologically or reach a conclusion about events deductively. Lack of sufficient theoretical knowledge, in this case, could lead to misunderstanding and wrong assessment of risks, due to inappropriate phrasing of questions and statements during an interview, for example. On the other hand, a professional, capable to understand the egocentric world of a child and their insufficient skills for logical thinking at this stage of development would have the ability to level down his speech to meet the cognitive abilities of the child. 
In other words, as a social care worker or child support worker, without the knowledge acquired from Piaget`s theory, I would find myself unable to understand the logic of a child and therefore, could be misled to wrong conclusions. Looking back to my own childhood experiences and my experience as a mother, I feel that many examples of misunderstandings between children and adults are due to a lack of understanding of children`s needs and cognitive abilities.
In addition, in the effort to protect kids from harm, for example, parents and carers often restrict them in their actions by criticizing their flaws and reacting negatively to their natural curiosity. According to Piaget`s theory, children construct knowledge by manipulating the world around them, therefore a carer should strive to provide a stimulating and safe environment where the child can explore and test their abilities freely without fear of criticism. In my personal view, Piaget`s theory is a good starting point for rethinking adult`s attitude toward children`s behaviours. Familiriasing myself with Piaget`s ideas lead me to the understanding that the purpose of the carer is not limited to teaching children how to behave well at a young age, but to provide them with as many opportunities to learn as possible. On a professional level, as a family support worker or social worker in future, I would strive to educate parents about the different stages in development and the cognitive abilities related to them and therefore help them understand how their children`s needs change. 

Another developmental theory, which I have found to be of interest for my future career is Erikson`s Psychosocial theory as it offers a useful guideline for assessment of the human life experiences and the results of them. By examining the different stages of development described by Erikson and the crisis related to them, I have learned a lot about myself as a person and parent. I feel that as parents, we often expect more of our children and without an understanding of the crises that children go through in their early life, we could shape them into shameful, mistrusting or depressed adults. Acquiring knowledge of Erikson`s theory helped me understand the importance of positive childhood experiences and to evaluate my personal life from a different point of view. 
Although it is difficult to relate childhood experiences to behaviour in adult life, by examining my personal childhood memories from Erikson`s theoretical point of view I have found a new way to explain to myself what has shaped me into the person that I am now. Erikson`s theory for psychosocial development emphasizes the importance of nurture and stresses the social experience as a leading determinant of an individual`s personality (Ayub, 2013). With the understanding that many experiences from early life are carried into adulthood, both in a conscious and subconscious way comes the understanding that a positive future is built on positive past. On the other hand, negative outcomes if early life crisis such as trust versus mistrust in the first two years of life can prerequisite for difficulties in building intimate relationships later on in the development. Another example of the negative resolution of a crisis, initiative versus guilt, points out that restricting the children in their exploratory actions too much could render them less prone to taking initiative in future ( Lally and French, 2019).

At the beginning of my studies, Erikson`s theory seemed to be a good way to answer many of the questions about how humans develop and I was astonished by the logic behind the theory. However, with further studies and critical analysis, I have realized that many factors which I have found to have influenced my personal development, for example, are not taken into consideration in his work. However, in the context of applying this knowledge to my duty of care as a social care professional, I could say that being aware of Erikson`s ideas has made me realise the impact of adult`s behaviour on children`s development. As McLeod (2018) suggests, a carer who has good knowledge about children`s cognition and emotions could support and aid the child during a crisis by providing encouragement in a positive manner. In addition, theoretical knowledge would provide an opportunity for helping and educating parents in the process of bringing up their children. 
Furthermore, taking the Seatle Social Experiment(Science Daily, 2019) and relating it to Erikson`s theory, I find myself convinced, that positive childhood experiences within the family and social environment are of great importance for the positive outcomes in future development. Additional evidence supporting the claim of the importance of early life experience for future development coming from neurobiology points out that family adversity during childhood leads to higher risks for psychological and mental issues at a later stage in life. According to researchers stressful or negative experiences such as abuse, for example, could influence to a great extent the development of social skills and emotional intelligence ( Luecken, Roubinov and Tanaka, 2013). 

When discussing the impact of the social and family environment on the developmental processes in early life Vygotsky`s theory comes to mind as well. In his view, the most important factor for human development is culture, in particular, the way heritage and collective knowledge is passed from adults onto children through social interactions and communication.  Vygotsky stresses out, that although children have some psychological characteristics and personality traits by nature, their abilities are formed to a great extent by the cultural system of their community (Nicolopoulou, 1993). 
Reflecting on Vygotsky, this theory reminds me of the old proverb `The apple doesn’t fall far from the free`, which deeper meaning points the impact of the parental behaviour on the children`s development. As a mother, I have noticed on many occasions how my daughter repeats and mimics my own behavioural habits in her efforts to compose her own personality. Looking back on my own childhood, I notice the same pattern in my development – starting with adopting my mother`s behaviours and adapting her habits to my own personality. 
In my future career, I believe I would use this knowledge consistently in my efforts to educate parents about the importance of their own behaviours, which provide the first role models for their children. I would strive to help parents adopt healthy habits for themselves,  with the idea that by doing this I would be aiding their children`s development as well. By doing so, I hope I can contribute greatly towards the betterment of my community on two levels – one by supporting people in need now and second, by helping children become better adults, who in their turn will become better parents.




Conclusion

In conclusion, in this essay I have reflected on popular theories such as Piaget`s Theory of Cognitive Development, Vygotsky`s Sociocultural approach and Erikson`s  Psychosocial Theory with the emphasis of how these theories can be applied in the Health and Social Care work, in particular, in the work of family support and social care worker`s profession. In addition, I have discussed my main focus of work in the context of the field, which builds around the idea, that family and social environment are of crucial importance for early life development. Furthermore, I have outlined my goal as a social worker on the basis of these theories to be the aiding and educating parents in order to help them create the best environment for the development of their children. 
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