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Abstract
Communication about child development between persons 
with different cultural preoccupations requires that author 
and audience agree without coercion on how to connect 
their perspectives. Western cultural hegemony persists in 
many international fora under the guise of “globalization,” 
giving rise to systematically distorted communication in 
ways that do epistemological violence to indigenous cultur-
al models in Africa. The dominant paradigm of public basic 
schooling is sustained by institutionalized path dependency 
and construes educational success as extracting the learner 
from her community of origin. Consensus-building within a 
framework of mutually respectful communication involves 
bridging, coordination or fusion. Societal progress is a differ-
ent kind of “development” than ontogenesis. A given cul-
tural group’s developmental niche for its children is part of 
a chronosystem that changes over the course of history. An 
individual’s transactions with significant others are embed-
ded in a complex and dynamic sociocultural system, to 
which programming of early childhood education should re-
spond. © 2021 S. Karger AG, Basel

Piaget’s Universalistic Theory

Jean Piaget offered, over the course of his profoundly 
influential body of work, a seminal account of human de-
velopment that portrays the child as an acting person 
whose mode of thinking is informed by a set of beliefs 
grounded in experience. The child’s understanding grad-
ually evolves from reflex responses, via representation, 
into an implicit theory of knowledge. Piaget combined 
naturalistic observation of his own children with interac-
tive experiments designed to reveal the reasoning under-
lying their behavior at successive stages of development. 
And he constructed an elaborate theory to explain how 
the child, like an investigator in the tradition of Western 
empirical science, explores the world around her, testing 
hypotheses and revising them in the light of evidence, 
with a view to improving the adaptive fit between her un-
derstanding and the objective world (Piaget, 1970).

Piaget’s theory introduced the explanatory concepts of 
adaptation as a balance between assimilation and accom-
modation, structures d’ensemble and décalages as a frame-
work for describing the child’s cognition across multiple 
domains, and the tension between equilibration and dis-
equilibration as fueling ontogenetic change. Research in-
spired by the theory has focused productively on a num-
ber of different facets, including refining methods of elic-
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iting evidence of the child’s implicit theory of knowledge 
and formalizing the structural account of that implicit 
theory. One strand of research has been devoted to the 
question of the theory’s generalizability. 

Following the modern tradition of empirical science, 
researchers have sought confirmation of the theory by 
replicating Piaget’s data collection procedures with larger 
samples of children, including schoolchildren in Switzer-
land, in other Western, industrialized societies, and in so-
cieties of the Majority World (Kagitcibasi, 1996). Of spe-
cial interest in the Majority World has been the question 
of whether Piaget’s theory is generalizable to the develop-
ment of children growing up outside the direct influence 
of Western culture mediated by the increasingly stan-
dardized model of institutionalized public basic school-
ing (IPBS; Serpell & Hatano, 1997). Dasen’s (1972, 1977) 
authoritative reviews concluded that:

(a) the empirical evidence generally confirmed the 
universal generalizability of Piaget’s interpretation of the 
developmental transition from preoperational to con-
crete-operational thinking, but

(b) suggested that variations across different sociocul-
tural settings in the experiences afforded to children sig-
nificantly influenced the age at which that transition oc-
curred, and 

(c) suggested that the mode of understanding concep-
tualized by Piaget as formal operational thinking only 
arises in the development of children raised in sociocul-
tural settings where they are exposed to the modern, 
Western model of science. 

These conclusions are open to a number of different 
meta-theoretical interpretations. Three dimensions of di-
versity arise in the context of a research agenda focused 
on generalizability: subject database, authors/investiga-
tors and audiences (Serpell, 1990). Several critical reviews 
have focused on the first two of these (e.g., Adair et al., 
2002; Henrich et al., 2010). Much of the skepticism gener-
ated by this critical attention to the evidence base for gen-
eralizability has focused on the possibilities that (a) dif-
ferent sociocultural settings may cause children to devel-
op differently, or that (b) investigators’ design of their 
research may have been biased by their own primary 
childhood enculturation and/or their familiarity with, 
and commitment to, socialization practices prevalent in 
Western, educated, industrialized, rich and democratic 
(WEIRD) societies. In my view, while both of those limi-
tations of the empirical evidence are probably significant, 
a more important source of bias has been the audience to 
which the published research findings have been ad-
dressed. 

According to Habermas (1984), “communicative ac-
tors can achieve an understanding only by way of taking 
yes/no positions on criticizable validity claims” (p. 70). 
Claims that a verbal utterance is valid are of three kinds: 
(a) the objectivity claim that it fits with the objective world 
(propositional truth, effectiveness or instrumental suc-
cess), (b) the normative appropriateness claim that it is 
right in the sense of according with social norms given the 
context of its utterance and (c) the sincerity claim that it 
genuinely expresses the subjective state of mind of the ac-
tor, that is, it is sincere or authentic (Habermas, 1984). 
The lifeworld (Lebenswelt) of a cultural tradition “stores 
the interpretive work of preceding generations” and com-
prises “normatively ascribed agreement” on some un-
problematized, background convictions (Habermas, 
1984, p. 70). 

I shall argue in this paper that in order to apply devel-
opmental science in the field of educational policy and 
practice, rather than seeking evidence of universal gener-
alizability, the focus of research should be on negotiation 
of communicatively achieved understanding among 
stakeholders in a shared agenda of supporting the devel-
opment of individuals and promoting progressive social 
change.

Communication between People with Different 
Cultural Preoccupations

Explaining the behavior of another person is an at-
tempt to communicate. The author of the explanation 
seeks to share with an audience an interpretation of why 
a subject acts in a particular way. All three positions in 
this communicative activity are occupied by one or more 
thinking, acting persons. Evaluating a psychological ex-
planation can therefore be regarded as resting on the log-
ical premise that any one of them could in principle be the 
subject of such an interpretation or the audience to whom 
it is addressed (Shotter, 1975; Serpell, 1990). Thus, if I 
were to propose that a particular preschool child we have 
been observing on a videotape (e.g., Tobin, Wu, & David-
son, 1989) may be “exceptionally intelligent,” the audi-
ence would be entitled to challenge my interpretation by 
asking “if you behaved that way, would you expect me to 
regard you as exceptionally intelligent?” (moving the au-
thor to the position of subject), or “what if I were to inter-
pret that child’s behavior as a sign of impaired intelli-
gence?” (moving the author to the position of audience).

In my original formulation of this reflexive triangle, I 
represented the challenge of communicating about psy-
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chological functioning as the intersection of three spatial 
perspectives (Fig. 1). The three positions on the diagram 
arise from the logic of communication: an author ad-
dresses a speech utterance to an audience about a subject. 
The author identifies an ostensible subject as referent and 
proposes to the audience an interpretation of the behav-
ior and mind of that subject, who also has a perspective 
of her own. 

The perspectives symbolized by overlapping circles in 
Figure 1 should be interpreted not as socioemotionally 
neutral, static descriptions of the objective world but as 
representations of that world that are advanced as bids for 
representational interaction in which considerations of 
power and honesty are also at play. Drawing on that dy-
namic account of the reciprocal relations among the three 
positions that motivate psychological explanation, I pro-
pose to articulate in this paper an agenda for applied de-
velopmental research that places the goal of cooperative 
communication ahead of the goal of testing the generaliz-
ability of a particular theory. 

The motivational context of action-oriented commu-
nication has been conceptualized by Harré and others in 
terms of positioning theory:

The significance of the actions that people carry out, including 
speech acts, is partly determined by the then-and-there posi-
tions of the actors. To have a footing in a social episode, one 
must at least have some recognized rights. What story-line is 
unfolding is mutually determined, pro tem unless challenged, 
by the speech acts people are heard to produce, and that in turn 
is mutually determined by the positions that they are taken to 
be occupying in the episode. Such positions are constituted by 
their assigned, ascribed, claimed, or assumed rights and duties 
to make use of the available and relevant discursive tools. (Har-
ré et al., 2009, p. 8)

Thus, if an author’s relation to the audience is con-
strued by the participants as that of teacher to learner, 
evaluation of her utterances will be systematically differ-
ent than if the two of them are friends, and different yet 
again if they are construed as master and servant. Fur-
thermore, those relations are not static but are liable to 
change over the course of an episode of communication. 
For instance, in a conversation about planning for a 
young person’s advanced education, a grandfather and 
granddaughter might focus their communicative stances 
differently with respect to the relative advantages of vari-
ous study programs than with respect to the affordances 
of a modern communication device for maintaining fu-
ture contact. The elder, more experienced participant 
might be accorded greater authority in the discussion of 
university curricula with a view to expanding the young-

er person’s cognitive repertoire. But a situated change in 
position (with associated rights and duties) might be mo-
tivated by recognition of the grandchild’s technological 
expertise, assigning her the role of teacher with the pur-
pose of expanding the elder’s cognitive repertoire and 
shifting him temporarily into the position of deferential 
audience: “Please show me how to configure my mobile 
phone to receive WhatsApp messages.”

In the context of IPBS or of early childhood develop-
ment care and education (ECDCE), a teacher who ex-
plains to a parent that their child’s development is like the 
exploratory journey of an empirical scientist is implicitly 
seeking to bring the parent’s cognition and behavior into 
harmony with the teacher’s pedagogical agenda. For in-
stance, advice in the form “he really needs to work on his 
time table (or on his spelling)” rests on the assumptions 
that: 

(a) teacher and parent share a perspectival horizon of 
aspiring for the child’s educational success,

(b) teacher knows better than parent what is required 
by the school curriculum, and

(c) parent is in a position to motivate the child’s en-
gagement in a particular activity, that is 

(d) prescribed by teacher on the authority of her ex-
pertise about the curriculum.

In this context, a scientific theory of child development 
is deployed by the teacher as a legitimizing framework for 
the kind of social relationship among teacher, child and 
parent for which the teacher is a professional advocate. 

What if those assumptions are not shared by a parent? 
What if she questions the validity of the advice? Given the 
conventional underwriting of assumptions (a) and (b) 

Author

AudienceSubject

Communicating about
psychological functioning:

the reflexive triangle

Fig. 1. The reflexive triangle for psychological evaluation.
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and (d), they are difficult for a parent to challenge. She is 
more likely to complain that assumption (c) does not ap-
ply in this particular case, for example, because:

(i) the child is not responsive to the parent’s attempts 
at motivation,

(ii) the parent feels inadequately prepared, given her 
lack of expertise, or

(iii) the parent has other priorities arising from eco-
nomic and/or social factors.

Resisting Cultural Hegemony

The expertise of a teacher, a psychologist or some oth-
er professional is typically grounded in some kind of ex-
plicit theory, and laypersons often accord respect to the 
professional’s opinion on the supposition that s/he has 
derived that theoretical knowledge from an authoritative 
source such as a recognized scientific or professional in-
stitution. Within the forum of scientific discourse, schol-
ars debating the validity of particular explanatory models 
derive their preference for a given model, not only from 
systematic observation of the real world, but also from 
less explicitly acknowledged criteria such as theoretical 
goals and traditions that are deeply imbued with broader 
cultural preoccupations of their society (Fig. 2).

While some of those preoccupations may be almost 
universally shared across the world’s societies (e.g., the 
potential of modern information and communication 
technology, or the current hazards of global warming), 
others vary significantly across societies as a result of their 
prevailing social structures and their histories. Over the 
past two centuries, a confluence of technological, eco-
nomic and political power has generated widespread 
Western cultural hegemony across the world (Apple, 
1979). As noted above, the mainstream of psychological 
science, published in the most highly respected scholarly 
journals displays a predominance of studies conducted by 
culturally Western scholars on culturally Western popu-
lation samples and addressed to an audience of reviewers 
and editors with Western cultural preoccupations. Much 
of the theoretical knowledge that recognized experts 
around the world derive from their professional educa-
tion is grounded in that culturally biased, authoritative 
literature. 

One pathway to correction of that hegemonic bias was 
described by Azuma (1984) in his account of the history 
of psychology in Japan as passing through several stages 
of progressive emancipation from Western culture. In his 
view, “a more generally valid psychology will emerge by 
identifying what is culturally specific in the mainstream 
psychology and adopting new concepts of general appli-

(We are part of the real world)

Choice of
explanatory
models

‘Joints’ and objects
in the real world

Biological structure of
the human organism

Theoretical goals
and traditions

Cultural
preoccupations

(Observation)

(Reciprocal influences)

The range of cultural
variation is resticted by
the biological nature of
humans

External factors
influencing cultures
(history, social
structure, etc.)

Fig. 2. Validation criteria for explanatory models.
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cability from other cultures” (Azuma, 1984, p. 45). In the 
Philippines, Enriquez (1977) took a more radical position 
that gave rise to a nationwide movement Sikolohiyang Pil-
ipino, grounded in the vocabulary of the indigenous Ta-
galog language. Sinha (1997) discussed various types and 
levels of “indigenization of psychology,” “as a facet of 
worldwide concern for making knowledge culturally ap-
propriate” (p. 131), noting that the topic had received 
most attention in the so-called “developing world,” in-
cluding India, China and Latin America. 

In Africa, Nsamenang (1992) argued that the indige-
nous strand of the continent’s triple cultural heritage 
(Mazrui, 1986) had been neglected by social scientists and 
policymakers with oppressive consequences. The nature 
of those consequences has been further elaborated by Op-
pong (2015, 2019), who contends that the effect of apply-
ing Western theory to the interpretation of African chil-
dren’s behavioral development has often been to do “epis-
temological violence:”

a practice that is executed in empirical articles and books in 
psychology when interpretative speculations regarding results 
implicitly or explicitly construct the “Other” as problematic. 
The term epistemological suggests that these speculations are 
framed as knowledge when in reality they are interpretative 
speculations regarding data. The term violence denotes that this 
“knowledge” has a negative impact on the “Other” and that the 
interpretative speculations are produced to the detriment of the 
“Other.” The negative impact can range from misrepresenta-
tions and distortions to a neglect of the voices of the “Other,” 
to statements of inferiority, and to the recommendations of 
adverse practices or infringements concerning the “Other.” 
(Teo, 2008, p. 57)

To redress this neglect, Nsamenang set out,

to theorize key parameters of endogenous African practices 
and ethnotheories of child-rearing in eco-cultural context, to 
identify systematic strengths within that theoretical frame-
work, and to advocate for their inclusion in the design of pro-
gressive interventions, such as education, health promotion, 
counseling, and early childhood care and education. (Serpell, 
2019, p. 1)

The three-way validation scheme proposed by Haber-
mas (1984) arose from his search for a corrective to what 
he earlier termed “systematically distorted communica-
tion” (McCarthy, 1978, pp. 93–125). The hazard of such 
systematic distortion confronts not only debates within 
academia, it also constitutes a profound challenge to Af-
rican professionals in their communication with indige-
nous clients looking to them for guidance on how best to 
educate their children. Reaching a genuine understand-

ing requires that the parties agree without coercion 
(Habermas, 1984). Yet, as Ejuu (2012) points out, early 
childhood education (ECE) curriculum developers and 
planners in Africa seldom refer to parental goals or aspi-
rations for their children. Indeed, when those goals are 
mentioned, they are often cast as a source of resistance to 
be overcome under the heading of superstition, naivete or 
ignorance leading to practices that amount to neglect or 
abuse.

The coercion that sustains systematic distortion of 
communication between professional educators and chil-
dren’s families in Africa is rooted in the institution of 
schooling, which in many ways defines success in terms 
of extraction of the child from his or her community of 
origin. This extractive definition of success in IPBS in 
Zambia (Serpell, 1999) has close parallels in many other 
contemporary African nations. 

Because of the dominance of the IPBS model, the plausible con-
cept of ECDCE as preparing young children for education later 
in life is often oversimplified as preparation for coping with the 
restrictive demands of formal schooling (sitting still and paying 
attention to instruction) and acquisition of particular founda-
tional skills (e.g., comprehension of the language of instruction, 
counting, drawing, letter recognition). (Serpell & Mukela, 
2019, p. 145)

International treaties and conventions designed to 
maintain peaceful coexistence between groups with dif-
fering opinions and practices call for negotiation ground-
ed in some kind of reciprocity. Habermas’ (1975) concep-
tualisation of the “ideal speech situation” (p. 113) posits 
an overriding principle of egalitarianism in which any 
and every discourse move can in principle legitimately be 
made by any participant in the conversation. But, as 
Shweder et al. (1990) have argued, such egalitarianism 
may be grounded in the Western cultural metaphor of 
interpersonal relationships as a market, whereas other 
cultures may prefer the metaphor of a hierarchy, where 
ascribed roles permit different discourse moves accord-
ing to position. Invoking positioning theory, the ideal 
speech situation can be understood as one in which par-
ticipants agree to adopt relevant positions from which to 
exchange and share ideas. 

Thus, when an expert consultant recruited from a presti-
gious Western institution offers technical guidance to “lay” 
Third World policymakers about the best way to achieve the 
latter’s stated goals, we might construe the author as adopt-
ing the stance of teacher while more or less consciously pur-
suing a latent master-servant agenda of shifting the cogni-
tion and behavior of local policymakers towards greater 



Culture-Sensitive Communication in 
Applied Developmental Research

227Human Development 2020;64:222–237
DOI: 10.1159/000512192

compliance with a hegemonic cultural formulation of soci-
etal progress. And a local or even indigenous expert recruit-
ed to advise the national government or another interven-
tion agency runs the risk of inadvertently legitimizing that 
agenda, unless they explicitly distance themselves from he-
gemonic formulations of scientific evidence.

Consensus-Building Strategies: Bridging, 
Coordination and Fusion

A precondition for building bridges between contrasting 
cultural groups is some kind of mutual respect. A bargain-
ing strategy for peaceful coexistence calls for each side to 
make minimal reciprocal concessions: “You do it your way; 
I’ll do it mine.” This strategy is widely endorsed in cosmo-
politan settings where freedom of religious belief is extend-
ed to tolerance of such practices as dietary restrictions and 
styles of attire. The next step towards consensus-building is 
coordination, which goes beyond tolerance of differences to 
acknowledge domain-specific strengths: “Your system is 
really good for X (e.g., music, athletics); mine is really good 
at Y (e.g., mathematics, administration). By coordinating 
our efforts, we can complement one another’s strengths for 
the benefit of society as a whole.” Finally, there is the pos-
sibility of fusion, where territorial boundaries of ownership 
are transcended, and members of different communities 
agree to share and integrate cultural resources. This strategy 
includes translation (a cognitive activity that rests on the 
premise of some kind of equivalence), code-switching 
(Gumperz, 1982), translanguaging (García & Wei, 2012) 
and other forms of cultural hybridity.

Bridging

Students enrolled in advanced programs of education 
in Africa

often appear to compartmentalize their thinking about tradition-
al cultural practices and the beliefs that inform them in such a way 
that they have little or no opportunity to reflect on how those el-
ements of their cognitive repertoire relate to the curriculum con-
tent of their study programmes. They deploy their indigenous 
funds of knowledge (Moll et al., 2005) in contexts such as family 
funerals and visits to their family’s rural ancestral home, but ex-
clude them from the range of resources they bring to bear on top-
ics addressed in their classes. Project assignments that require 
students to engage with the world outside the walls of the campus 
are conducive to situated learning and afford students opportuni-
ties to compare and integrate academic theories with indigenous 
interpretations of experience. (Serpell, 2007, pp. 45–46)

Reflecting on the outcomes of such attempts at the 
University of Zambia to bridge between orthodox West-
ern higher educational practices and an African sociocul-
tural context, I noted that 

the benefits of a well-designed and executed university student 
project may extend well beyond those experienced by individ-
ual students, to include public appraisal of universities as en-
gaged and valuable resources for the wider society, and inter-
institutional linkages that afford mutual complementary en-
richment of the institutions, and economies of scale for 
providing students with productive learning experiences. (Ser-
pell, 2007, p. 41)

The developmental outcomes for students were mixed: 

Evaluation of student performance in such projects faces a ten-
sion between the rigorous application of methodological prin-
ciples and the generation of valid interpretations of local phe-
nomena. One reason for this tension is that the phenomena 
studied in projects often lie beyond the cutting edge of the for-
mal discipline’s research endeavours so that there is little of 
direct relevance to the project in the published literature. (Ser-
pell 2007, p. 43)

Academic faculty willing to address that challenge 
stand to benefit “by discovering limitations in their own 
disciplinary training and in the theories and methods that 
they bring to the process of curriculum design” (Serpell, 
2007, p. 43). 

Coordination

Disciplined communication between culturally con-
trasting perspectives on a given topic requires a shared 
core of beliefs and some shared standards of truth and 
inference. Building on Gadamer’s (1975) hermeneutical 
analysis of translation and Lukes’ (1982) defense of per-
spectivism, I have proposed a dynamic approach to cross-
cultural communication about human development as 
negotiating the middle ground between ostensible refer-
ents (“in the physical world of enduring objects and per-
sons linked by a system of push-pull causality”; Horton, 
1982) and shared abstract, epistemological horizons (Ser-
pell, 2006). Figure 3 illustrates how this approach might 
be used for coordinating the psychological explanations 
proposed by Piaget in terms of “concrete operational 
thought” and by Nsamenang in terms of “social appren-
ticing.” In Nsamenang’s (2006) Africentric theory of so-
cial ontogenesis, the major developmental task of the sec-
ond phase, social apprenticing, roughly corresponds with 
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preadolescent childhood. Its principal developmental 
task is to recognize, cognize and rehearse social roles that 
pertain to four hierarchical spheres of life: self, house-
hold, network and public. Adult delegation of responsi-
bility to children of this age for care and socialization of 
younger children serves the function of priming the 
emergence of social responsibility.

The interface between the two theories could be nego-
tiated at the level of abstract horizons in terms of comple-
mentarity, by specifying how cognitive processes and in-
terpersonal interactions relate to preparation of children 
for adult roles. And, at the level of ostensible referents, 
consensus could in principle be established on the design 
of assessment materials and procedures to measure cog-
nitive functions in ecologically valid contexts, drawing on 
the design of Piagetian and other tasks prevalent in West-
ern psychometric instruments and adapting them to res-
onate with naturalistic observations of child behavior in 
free play settings of African ecosystems (e.g., Marfo & 
Biersteker, 2011; Mukela, 2013). Some elements of this 
approach have been deployed in the development in 
Zambia of locally adapted tests such as the Panga Munthu 
Test (PMT) and the Zambia Child Assessment Tool 
(ZAMCAT) (Matafwali & Serpell, 2014).

But how should negotiation proceed in the middle 
ground between those two levels in explaining the devel-
opment of practical competence and social responsibili-

ty? Key explanatory constructs in mainstream universal-
istic theory include intelligence, wisdom and prosocial 
disposition, whereas (to take one example of an Africen-
tric perspective), Chewa culture offers the constructs of 
Nzelu, ku-Chenjela and ku-Tumikila (Serpell, 1993). 
Sternberg’s (2000) universalistic theory might be de-
ployed to equate Nzelu with wisdom and ku-Chenjela 
with intelligence. But according to our expert informants 
on Chewa traditional culture, such a sharp dichotomy 
would be inappropriate: for, to designate a child as wa-
Nzelu, calls for evidence that s/he is both wo-Chenjela and 
wo-Tumikila. A way forward suitable for preparation of 
ECE professionals to work in a rural Chewa community 
setting might be to differentiate priorities across various 
contexts (e.g., home vs. school), and promote coopera-
tion among complementary agents of socialization/edu-
cation (e.g., parents and ECE teachers).

Fusion

The outcome of such negotiations of meaning may be 
expected to include enhanced reciprocal respect within 
each culture for the ideas and practices of another cul-
tural group. Coordination between them may take the 
form of acknowledging complementary insights, or in 
some cases cross-cultural appropriation. Importing a 

Development of
practical competence

and social
responsibility

Shared horizons Specification of how cognitive
processes and interpersonal
interactions relate to preparation
of children for adult roles

Middle ground Intelligence

Wisdom

Prosocial disposition

Differentiation of priorities across
various contexts (e.g., home vs.
school), cooperation among
complementary agents of
socialization/education

Ku-chenjela (Chewa)

Nzelu (Chewa)

Ku-tumikila (Chewa)

Ostensible referents Assessment materials and
procedures designed to measure
cognitive functions in ecologically
valid contexts (e.g., PMT, ZAMCAT)

Child behavior in free
play settings (Serpell,
Marfo, Mukela)

Universalistic
perspective

Negotiable interface Africentric perspective

Concrete operational
thought (Piaget);
Scaffolding in ZPD
(Vygotsky, Bruner &
Wood)

‘Social apprenticing’ for
roles in spheres of self,
household, network
and public (Nsamenang)

Child performance on
Block Design test
(Koh, Witkin, Kaufman)
OR on Piagetian tasks
(Price-Williams)

Fig. 3. Integrative possibilities for coordination or fusion. PMT, Panga Muntu Test; ZAMCAT, Zambia Child 
Assessment Tool.
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term from another language may signify recognition that 
it is not directly translatable into the vocabulary of the 
host language, as seems to be the case for the French term 
ambience, the German term zeitgeist, or the Yiddish term 
chutzpah for which no clear equivalent exists in core Eng-
lish vocabulary. In Zambia’s multilingual cities, cosmo-
politan residents are expected to engage in translanguag-
ing, a practice that was once stigmatized as disrespectful 
of both languages’ standards but is now so popular that it 
is leveraged by commercial advertising and political cam-
paigning. 

As with the topic of multilingualism, cultural diversity can be 
construed as a feature of a social group or as a feature of an in-
dividual’s cognitive repertoire. One strategy open to a bicul-
tural individual is situational code-switching. A Zambian par-
ent who appreciates the rationale for each of two contrasting 
perspectives may systematically alternate between them in ac-
cordance with the affordances of different contexts. She may, 
for instance, incorporate her 6-year-old child in domestic rou-
tines of food preparation and infant care at home, but also in-
vest financially in fees for a private nursery school and the pur-
chase of storybooks to share with the child at bedtime. The 
cognitive repertoire that informs such a pattern may be quite 
firmly compartmentalized, allowing the contrasting perspec-
tives to coexist with little or no conflict. But in some cases, the 
borders between compartments may be permeable, giving rise 
to a reflective search for more active reconciliation. (Serpell, 
2018, p. 59)

While the presentation of contrasting perspectives in 
Figure 3 emphasizes contrasts, especially in the middle 
ground, for many parents of young children, elements of 
each may be eclectically integrated in a personal perspec-
tive that only occasionally gives rise to feelings of conflict, 
and that embraces both mutual tolerance and expecta-
tions of progressive coordination or fusion. 

Historical Change

Variation in beliefs and practices relating to child-
rearing and education has been documented not only 
across contemporary societies and sociocultural groups, 
but also within a single society over the course of time. 
Even the concept of childhood has been described by 
some theorists as “a cultural invention” (Aries, 1962; Kes-
sen, 1979; James & Prout, 2003). Acknowledgment of the 
importance of history for an understanding of child de-
velopment is often credited to Vygotsky (1978). But, as 
Scribner (1985) observed, 

In Vygotsky’s theory, [general] history appears as a single uni-
directional course of sociocultural change. It is a world process 
that informs us of the genesis of specifically human forms of 
behavior and their changing structures and functions in the 
past. For Vygotsky’s model-building purposes, it might have 
been sufficient to look back at history and view it this way as 
one stream of development. But for purposes of concrete re-
search, and for theory development in the present, such a view 
seems inadequate…. Individual societal histories are not inde-
pendent of the world process, but neither are they reducible to 
it. To take account of this plurality, the Vygotskian framework 
needs to be expanded to incorporate a “fourth level” of histo- 
ry – the history of individual societies. (pp. 138–139)

Simplifying parallels between ontogenetic change and 
secular societal change have been a recurrent source of the-
oretical confusion in Western philosophy and social sci-
ence. Major ideological debates have focused on the ques-
tion of whether any coherent directionality can be detected 
over the course of human history and if so, what are its key 
parameters. The notion of societal development that per-
vades much of contemporary discourse on international 
development prioritizes certain macroeconomic factors as 
indicators of a complex, multidimensional process of dia-
chronic change, generating a loosely conflated analogy with 
ontogenetic change. The category of “developed” nations 
draws on this analogy to represent societies with industri-
ally accumulated material wealth as more mature than so-
cieties without such wealth. Conversely, societies with less 
industrialization are misrepresented with the designation 
“under-developed” or “developing” nations implying that 
they are immature or childlike. On the secular scale of 
change there is no genuine equivalent to the biological pro-
cess of maturation. Modernization is a very different kind 
of change from ontogenesis which is driven by the capacity 
for reproduction. While economists point to progressive 
societal trends mediated by the refinement and expansion 
of labor-saving efficiencies in production, political philoso-
phers note the concurrent emergence of unprecedented po-
tential for destruction of the human species.

Two widely acknowledged indications of a unidirec-
tional process of progressive social change in the world 
are the establishment in the 20th century (CE) of interna-
tional fora (notably the United Nations, UN) designed to 
resolve conflicts peacefully, and of various international 
agencies to negotiate and refine enduring agreements de-
signed to promote and sustain international cooperation. 
The concept of globalization is proposed by optimists as 
an overarching conceptual framework for the next effort 
to chart a unidirectional pathway for all societies to fol-
low, leveraging the objective fact that we all inhabit the 
same planet (Kashima, 2016; Sanson & Burke, 2020).
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But the logic applied by international agencies to gather 
and interpret evidence on how best to operationalize and 
monitor commitments to abstract common goals such as 
sustainable development remains a matter of contention. 
Since the 1990s, the United Nations Development Pro-
gramme has adopted the Human Development Index as a 
way of categorizing nations that expands the notion of de-
velopment beyond the classical economic measure of in-
come (GDP per capita) to include health (represented by 
life expectancy) and education (represented by literacy and 
school enrollment), and more recently adjusted to take ac-
count of inequality in distribution of wealth (United Na-
tions Development Programme, 2019). While these refine-
ments are grounded in significant philosophical consider-
ations (e.g., Sen, 1999), the UN system’s adherence to the 
notion that societal progress can be meaningfully assessed 
along a single unidirectional continuum tends to obscure 
the relation between ontogenesis and secular social change.

For instance, growth of access to education is often in-
dexed by proportion of children enrolled in IPBS, a con-
temporary world-wide paradigm characterized by “(1) 
systematic preparation in advance as against giving min-
imal help at the time when needed, and (2) institution-
ally authorized competence as against competence need-
ed for practical problem-solving” (Serpell & Hatano, 
1997, p. 367). The paradigm is generally implemented 
through a curriculum that is institutionally structured in 
terms of age-graded instruction. Historically,

it took about five centuries for a gradual consensus to emerge 
among the professional educators and the upper middle classes 
of European society that children’s minds develop along a 
course from vulnerable innocence to maturity that can be 
charted in a stepwise fashion corresponding to grades of in-
struction. (Serpell, 1995, pp. 26–27)

The notion that there is an optimal age for each grade 
of the basic educational curriculum has infused the prac-
tices of intellectual assessment in most modern Western 
societies, giving rise to stigmatization of adult literacy 
learners (Freire, 1974) and misrepresentation of children 
of social groups with economically constrained access to 
schooling as lacking in intelligence (Serpell, 1993). This 
distorted theorization has been responsible for legitimiz-
ing a popular but oversimplified equation between attain-
ing formal educational credentials and ontogenetic real-
ization of cognitive potential.

The international diffusion of the IPBS paradigm has 
been mediated by various historical pathways. Political au-
thorities in the USA and in Japan adopted a strategy of de-
liberate import and adaptation of European educational 

practices. But in Africa, Christian missionaries and colonial 
administrators in the 19th–20th centuries exported the 
Western institution of schooling with a mixture of motives 
that have been debated in the historical literature, resulting 
in hegemonic imposition and an extractive definition of ed-
ucational success that “combines a metaphor of the indi-
vidual’s developmental progress as climbing a staircase 
with a conception of the social function of schooling as the 
recruitment of an elite by gradually extracting them from 
humble origins into a privileged upper class” (Serpell, 1999, 
p. 115). The globally distributed paradigm of IPBS is thus 
not so much an example of species-specific adaptation 
(Packer & Cole, 2019) as evidence of path dependency in the 
endurance of human institutions (David, 1994).

While the proliferation of IPBS is at best a weakly con-
ceptualized programmatic implementation of a univer-
sally agreed upon societal goal of education, global his-
torical changes with respect to the goal of personal lib-
erty are more encouraging. In the 5th century BCE, the 
seminal Athenian construct of democracy was superim-
posed on institutionalized slavery. The Parliamentary 
revolution in 17th century CE England revived and 
adapted the concept, but accorded franchise only to male 
citizens and retained a restricted governing role for the 
hereditary monarch. In the 18th century CE, the Consti-
tution of the United States declared universal human 
rights but restricted them by gender and race. Likewise, 
colonial government by European powers in Asia and Af-
rica in the 18th–19th centuries CE confined civic rights 
to the colonizer’s “master race.” Revolutionary reforms in 
the 19th and 20th centuries led to the abolition of slavery 
in Britain and the USA, the emancipation of women and 
the end of the British empire. In 1948, in the wake of the 
Second World War, the UN adopted a universal declara-
tion of human rights (United Nations, 1948), drafted by 
a multinational committee of representatives from the 
USA, UK, France, Canada, Australia, USSR, China, Leba-
non and Chile. The declaration was widely invoked by 
champions of decolonization in Africa, followed by the 
end of apartheid in South Africa, and by the civil rights 
movement in the USA to implement the constitutional 
promise of emancipation. The movement for legal pro-
tection of freedom of sexual orientation may be the next 
phase of this macrohistorical, worldwide consensus-
building process of legitimizing civil liberties.

Attempts to formalize a similar consensus have 
achieved at least token endorsement in the nearly univer-
sal ratification of the United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (UNCRC), adopted by the UN in 
1989. But voices of dissent have been raised, suggesting 
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that the consultative processes adopted for building con-
sensus may have fallen short of the ideal speech situation 
postulated by Habermas. Indeed, Bissell et al. (2006) 
point to a “narrowing effect of ethnocentrism” (p. 12) in 
the formulation of children’s rights in the UNCRC. As a 
corrective, a separate African Charter on the Rights and 
Welfare of the Child (ACRWC; UNICEF, 1990) was ad-
opted by the African Union, and, as Kjørholt (2019) 
notes, there are “basic differences between the CRC and 
the ACRWC regarding perspectives on children, family 
life and notions of childhood” (p. 30). 

Situating Ontogenesis within Secular Sociocultural 
Change

The developmental niche “conceptualization at the in-
terface of child and culture” (Super & Harkness, 1986) 
postulates three dimensions of cross-cultural variation: 
the physical and social settings of a particular ecocultural 
niche, child-rearing customs, and the psychological 
thinking and behavior of the child’s primary caregivers, 
forming a coherent system of enculturating child devel-
opment. Harkness and Super (1992) “assign a leading role 
to parental ethnotheories of child behavior and develop-
ment (part of the third component of the niche),” arguing 
that the “assumptions and values in ethnotheories them-
selves provide a frame of reference within which parents 
make decisions about how to socialize their children [in-
cluding] the ways that parents assign their children to dif-
ferent kinds of physical and social settings” (p. 374).

However, a given cultural group’s developmental niche 
is part of a chronosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 2005) that 
changes over the course of history. Interaction of changes 
over the biological life of an individual with secular chang-
es in society complexifies our understanding of how par-
ents’ ethnotheories influence the psychological develop-
ment of their children. Moreover, the individual formulates 
a personal narrative account of his or her own life course: 
an autobiographical “life history as a story that is continu-
ally revised over time, and with age” (Cohler, 1991, p. 205). 
The narrator’s interpretation of events and processes with-
in that story changes as a function of his or her accumula-
tion of knowledge and shifting personal preoccupations. 

As Erikson (1959) famously observed, the ontogenetic 
period of late adulthood tends to foreground the develop-
mental task of retrospection, in search of integration. 
Looking back at my own childhood through a sociocultur-
al-historical lens, I struggle to construct a coherent and 
honest narrative that makes sense of certain vivid, frag-

mentary recollections of particular events and episodes. 
Their emotional intensity prompts me to interpret and 
evaluate the personal beliefs, attitudes and practices of my 
parents as well as my own responses to their program-
matic attempts to raise me as a knowledgeable, tolerant 
and responsible person. As a child, I took for granted the 
validity of my parents’ values (kindness, generosity, ratio-
nality and tolerance) and judged my own and other’s be-
havior in terms of them. Only in adolescence did I begin 
to recognize that those values were not universally shared 
by all adult human beings. And only in adulthood did I 
seek to understand systematically why individuals and 
groups who do broadly share them nevertheless come up 
with such diverse and seemingly incompatible ways of ap-
plying them in their ostensible behavior.

An important ingredient of my middle-class English 
parents’ strategic socialization of my elder sister and me 
fits the description of “assign[ing] their children to differ-
ent kinds of physical and social settings” (Harkness & Su-
per, 1992, p. 374). They enrolled us both in the French 
Lycée in London where we acquired fluency in the French 
language and familiarity with French culture and history. 
They also took us with them on holidays in France and 
sent us individually for holiday visits embedded in fami-
lies of other European societies. A singular event that 
stands out among my recollections of childhood took 
place in a German family home that I visited in the sum-
mer of 1953 as a 9-year-old child. I will describe it first 
within its proximal context. Due to my generally uncom-
fortable relationship with my host family (I did not get on 
well with either of the children), a decision was taken that, 
when my hosts went off on a holiday trip to the country-
side, I would stay behind in their city apartment with their 
housekeeper acting in loco parentis. The particular con-
versation that I recall as a vivid learning experience took 
place between me and this temporary caregiver, whom I 
was shadowing as she went about her daily chores. We 
were standing in front of the bathroom washbasin and 
she said something (in German) to the effect that Mr. 
Stein (pseudonym) was “a dirty man,” the ostensible evi-
dence being his habit of not rinsing the washbasin after 
shaving. I derived two prescriptive messages from this: 
one practical “When I grow old enough to shave, I should 
always rinse the basin after using it,” the other more gen-
eral and moral “I should think about the consequences of 
my actions for others and try to be considerate.”

Looking back with a more elaborate understanding of 
the sociocultural context, I realize now that my caregiv-
er’s moral injunction was probably informed by an atti-
tude that I strongly oppose, and probably would have re-
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jected even then at the age of 9 had I been aware of it. My 
hosts were Jewish and their housekeeper was not. Part of 
the hostility encoded in her description of her employer 
as a dirty man was probably informed by a stereotype, 
actively promoted by Nazi propaganda and still prevalent 
in immediately postwar Germany, of Jews as culturally 
deficient and antisocial. But my ignorance of the wider 
societal context deprived me of understanding that and 
rendered me vulnerable to influence by a misguided adult 
in a narrowly construed context.

Interpreting this personal experience requires me to 
consider the intersection of sociocultural change over the 
course of history with ontogenetic change in the lives of 
several protagonists. Tolerance was an explicit moral theme 
of my early socialization, focused mainly on diversity of lan-
guage and religious faith. But there was a stark disjunction 
between my experience as a child and political awareness of 
any link between my parents’ ethnotheories and the dy-
namic sociocultural context of the event. The explanation 
of my holiday abroad at the age of 9 was simply to stay with 
friends of my parents. Not until many years later did I learn 
that their friendship had been developed during the war, 
when the Steins were refugees in England, escaping from 
the Holocaust. My interpretation now of the assumptions 
and values that framed my parents’ decision to assign me to 
the setting of that family in postwar Germany is that they 
wanted me to discover at first hand that Germans were nor-
mal people not defined by the hostilities between their gov-
ernments. But, due to the absence of explicit political orien-
tation, my actual experience had the potential to trigger a 
very different developmental outcome.

I do not contend that my personal interpretations, past 
or present, built into this fragment of my narrative life 
course are objectively valid. But I am sure that they have 
influenced my self-concept and decisions about how to 
act over the years and thus add to an understanding of my 
personal life journey, situating it among the many trans-
actions between me and significant others such as my 
parents, sibling and children, that are in turn embedded 
in a complex sociocultural system with temporal as well 
as spatial parameters.

Prospects for Socioculturally Responsive 
Programming of Early Childhood Care and Education 
in Africa

The interface between early childhood development 
and sociocultural change over the course of history is me-
diated by systemic relationships at multiple levels. The 

extent to which international consensus-building on the 
definition of sustainable development goals reflects and 
informs the actual practices of caregivers, families and 
communities depends in large part on the quality of cross-
cultural communication among various types of stake-
holder. At one point in the history of efforts to strengthen 
the relationship between researchers and policymakers, 
much emphasis was placed, on the one hand, on ensuring 
that scientists explained the implications of research find-
ings in a manner that is intelligible to policymakers, while 
on the other hand, on ensuring that policymakers exer-
cised quality control in the implementation of those im-
plications by designing explicit action plans and monitor-
ing the fidelity with which those plans were executed (El-
dering & Leseman, 1999). More recently, it has become 
apparent that gaps between theory and practice arise not 
only from misunderstandings of science by policymakers 
and/or inefficiency of implementation practices, but also 
from systematically different preoccupations of the two 
types of stakeholders (Tabak et al., 2012). Furthermore, 
at least two other types of stakeholder influence the de-
gree to which the implications of research are played out 
in the practices of child-rearing, care and education that 
impact child development outcomes. These are profes-
sional practitioners and various authorities in the com-
munity of which children and their families are members.

Figure 4 illustrates how members of each of these four 
types of group share certain “funds of knowledge” (Moll 
et al., 2005), including collective representations, and also 
certain occupational statuses, located within an organiza-
tional base (Serpell, 2017). In most direct, continuous 
contact with young children are their parents and families 
within a local community that also includes traditional 
elders and community leaders. Important funds of knowl-
edge for this stakeholder group include cultural practices 
informed by caregiving ethnotheories shared among par-
ents, other family members and traditional elders, some 
of which are grounded in indigenous cultural traditions 
while others arise from dynamic interaction between 
those traditions and ideas promoted by various local or-
ganizations such as religious institutions, economic de-
velopment agencies and political groupings. 

Into this local community niche two other stakeholder 
groups enter with somewhat differing social objectives. 
On the one hand, researchers enter the field in search of 
data to inform developmental science, typically with a 
professional background of training in one or more aca-
demic disciplines (such as biology, psychology, anthro-
pology or history). They bring with them specialized 
funds of knowledge that arise from dynamic interaction 
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among various systems of knowledge grounded in aca-
demia. Their interactions with young children include di-
rect observation and experimentation, alongside inter-
views and discussions with adults in the local community. 

On the other hand, professional practitioners enter the 
community with a mission to provide services to young 
children and the families responsible for their hands-on 
care. Their funds of knowledge arise from professional 
training. Sometimes that training is delivered by members 
of the developmental science stakeholder group with some 
hands-on field research experience. But more often it is de-
livered by dedicated training personnel with expertise certi-
fied by an institution of higher education, grounded in aca-
demic knowledge and sometimes combined with field  
experience of professional service delivery. These profes-
sional personnel are most often accountable to an organiza-
tion with a service delivery focus on particular types of com-
munity need, such as maternal and child health, nutrition, 
community development, social protection, special educa-
tion or ECE. Depending on their employer’s program de-
scription, these professional practitioners may be intro-
duced to the local community as nurses, teachers or social 
welfare/community development personnel.

Each of those fields of service is informed by policy 
guidelines, often concretized in the form of an agency’s 
mission and objectives, derived from the fourth stake-
holder group designated in Figure 4 as policymakers. Ad-
ministratively based in organizations such as government 
departments, international or national NGOs, policy-
making stakeholders are actively engaged in designing 
strategic approaches to intervention on behalf of young 
children, including service programs channeled to local 
communities through professional personnel. Their 
funds of knowledge include secondary analysis of re-
search findings from the various branches of develop-
mental science, as well as policy analysis grounded in na-
tional and international processes of a political and eco-
nomic nature. They advocate and support processes of 
curriculum development and instruction for training 
professional personnel to offer appropriate services for 
promotion of optimal child development. 

Because of the differences of perspective across these 
four types of stakeholder groups, there is a danger that, 
rather than engaging in cooperative communication, 
they may talk past each other or only rhetorically ac-
knowledge one another’s interests and concerns. A noto-
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ernmental organization.



SerpellHuman Development 2020;64:222–237234
DOI: 10.1159/000512192

riously controversial example is the case of the USA early 
childhood intervention program Headstart (Beatty & Zi-
gler, 2012). If the multiple stakeholder groups described 
above are to successfully generate effective and sustain-
able enhancement of young children’s developmental op-
portunities, efforts will be needed to foster respectful co-
construction at their various interfaces. But the power re-
lations between their organizational bases are typically 
asymmetrical, with policymakers exercising powerful 
control over both the professional terms of reference for 
practitioners and the curriculum of their training. The 
research-ethical principles of beneficence and nonmalef-
icence (American Psychological Association, 2017) and 
of mutual responsibilities (Society for Research in Child 
Development, 2007) are often subsumed in intervention 
studies with children under attribution of authority to 
representatives of service organizations, leading to ques-
tionable arrangements for securing informed parental 
consent (Kalyanpur & Harry, 2012). Once a program has 
been designated as acceptable and adopted by a powerful 
implementing agency, it typically acquires a momentum 
of its own that is quite insensitive to critical feedback from 
individual service recipients (designated in the program 
as “beneficiaries”).

Much of the motivation of parents in Africa for enroll-
ing young children in ECE programs stems from the be-
lief that what children learn there will provide them with 
a “head start” on formal schooling in grade 1. Moreover, 
many studies have focused on documenting such benefits 
(e.g., Mwaura et al., 2008; Martinez et al., 2012; Hall et al., 
2013). Because many parents in rural African communi-
ties have had limited (and often ambivalent) experience 
themselves of formal schooling, they tend to regard the 
curriculum as somewhat culturally alien (Serpell, 1993). 
But the majority opt for exposing their children to it, 
trusting that it has the potential to impart useful skills and 
certification that could open doors for their children to 
attain an economic quality of life superior to that avail-
able to youths without such skills. Underpinning that 
trust is an implicit worldview that privileges Western cul-
ture, language and technology over those endogenous to 
Africa. Thus, in Zambia and many other African coun-
tries, parents often explicitly demand that their children 
enrolled in ECE programs be provided with opportuni-
ties to learn the language of the Western power that con-
tinues to dominate the economic and technological 
spheres across the world. 

This widespread, enduring aspiration by parents in a 
postcolonial state for the youth to acquire competence in 
the language of the former colonial power can be inter-

preted as paradoxical or realistic (Rassool, 2013), as eco-
nomically progressive or socially divisive (Williams, 
2013). The challenge for curriculum developers and poli-
cymakers is to design and authorize professional ECE 
practices that enrich the learning opportunities for young 
children without alienating them from the positive socio-
cultural traditions of their home communities. One re-
source for a more balanced dialogue along the lines of 
Figure 4 is Akinsola’s (2011) account of the indigenous 
concept of Omoluwabi as an overarching rationale for a 
holistic approach to education among the Yoruba of 
western Nigeria. The indigenous Yoruba educational goal 
of Omoluwabi is to form a complete human person of 
good character, as shown by respect of old age, loyalty to 
parents and local traditions, as well as by honesty, duty, 
sociability, courage and readiness to assist and to work. 
Another resource is Ng’asike’s (2014) articulation of in-
digenous concepts and traditional economic practices 
among the Turkana of northern Kenya. Coconstructive 
application of such dialogue is fundamental to the gen-
erative curriculum model advocated by Pence and Ball 
(1999) and by Nsamenang and Tchombe (2011).

Conclusion

My central theme in this paper has been that commu-
nication, rather than generalization, should be the pri-
mary epistemological goal of developmental research. 
Habermas (1984) drew on Piaget’s concept of decentra-
tion to articulate what he considered “some characteris-
tics of the mythical and the modern ways of understand-
ing the world” (p. 43). Discussing the issue of how the 
background convictions underpinning a cultural tradi-
tion relate to “communicatively achieved understanding” 
(p. 70), he stipulated certain properties of a cultural tradi-
tion as essential prerequisites “if rational action orienta-
tions are to be possible in a lifeworld interpreted corre-
spondingly if they are to be able to consolidate into a ra-
tional conduct of life” (p. 71). His vision of a culture 
conducive to what I have termed “progressive social 
change” includes several requirements: a metalanguage 
for differentiating objective, social and subjective worlds; 
a reflective relation to itself that permits, in principle, in-
terpretations stored in the tradition to be subjected to 
critical revision; professionally secured subsystems to in-
stitutionalize in society specialized learning systems for 
such critical reflection; and partial institutionalization of 
purposive-rational action for economic and administra-
tive goals without recourse to perpetual renewal of com-
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municative efforts at understanding. Viewed optimisti-
cally, that vision might be attainable through medium-
term incremental reforms in societies with powerfully 
established institutions integrated into the daily life of 
most citizens. In Majority World societies, it remains un-
clear whether legislation introduced through a democrat-
ically representative process can secure widespread con-
sensus on the need for change even in ostensibly abusive 
child-rearing practices such as female genital cutting 
(Shell-Duncan et al., 2013). 

Participatory appropriation of new practices requires 
strong linkages between old and new understandings; 
successful co-construction by diverse stakeholder groups 
requires both common ground and agreed modes of in-
teraction, and sustainable policy requires institutional 
transformation. Learning how to achieve those precondi-
tions is a task for multidisciplinary collaboration. Re-
search in the Western tradition of the natural sciences 
tends to construe generalization as the ultimate goal. But 
that may not be realistic or appropriate for research aimed 
at improving the quality of communication about human 
experience, behavior and development among humans 
with different preoccupations grounded in their immedi-
ate context and collective histories. True, we all inhabit 
the same physical planet, but our niches within it vary 
greatly, and our understanding of the best interests of our 
children is deeply infused with implicit theories that 
emerge from local interactions with others and from par-
ticular local histories. 
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