
Chapter 5: Disorders of Childhood 155

Everyone’s childhood is different. Some have a relatively stress-free time, while 
others experience significant difficulties, including a lack of basic needs or the 
loss of parents. Some of us find ourselves easily valuing the experiences of our 

culture, while others feel left out and different. John Robison and Temple Grandin, 
whose words we just read, both describe themselves as not understanding how others 
experienced life. In clinical terms, their experiences indicate evidence of autism spec-
trum disorder.

This chapter will focus on disorders that are associated with, or first diagnosed in, 
childhood, although they are sometimes lifelong in duration. In order to better under-
stand these disorders associated with development, I will begin by describing the pro-
cess of normal development. In fact, from a developmental psychopathology perspective, 
it is critical to view typical and nontypical development as being influenced by the same 
factors (Lewis & Rudolph, 2014). These factors include cultural, social, relationship (as 
with the caregiver and infant), environmental, and genetic factors. As you will see, as we 
develop, we continue to make sense of our environment and learn how to interact with 
it. There are particularly significant times in normal development in which environ-
mental factors interact with personal factors. This can stress the individual and, in turn, 
lead to increased manifestations of psychological disorders.

DSM–5 describes disorders of childhood in a number of separate categories (see Table 
5.1). In this chapter, to different degrees, I will emphasize three of these. The first grouping is 
trauma- and stressor-related disorders. It is in this group that disorders of attachment are 
included. The second grouping is under the rubric of neurodevelopmental disorders, and 
I will spend the most time on disorders in this category. The autism spectrum disorder and  
attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) are included here. This group also includes 
disorders of learning, intelligence, and communication. Motor disorders such as tics and 
Tourette’s disorder are also included in this group. The third grouping is disruptive, impulse 
control, and conduct disorders.

What is a normal development process, and what types of events or influences can disrupt 
this process? These disruptions can be caused by a number of factors, including family and social 
relationships, one’s culture, and one’s genetic makeup. These factors can interact with develop-
mental changes at different ages. Thus, it is important to understand normal development pro-
cesses and how they can be involved in psychological disorders. Social and emotional processes 
are particularly important. Using brain imaging and other modern investigative techniques, our 
understanding of social relationships and their contribution to psychopathology has increased 
greatly.

Important Aspects of Normal Childhood Development
Although each human is unique, it is also the case that there are universal situations during 
human development. Unlike some other species, humans are born into a world in which they 
cannot survive alone. In fact, human infants are born in an undeveloped state. Consider that a 
200-pound female gorilla gives birth to a 4-pound baby, while a human female of half to two-
thirds that weight gives birth to a 6- to 9-pound baby. The implications of this for both the baby 
and the mother are that mechanisms are needed to ensure the survival of the mother as well as the
protection and development of the infant. Historically, it is the group, the family, and the mother 
who have given this support.

From an evolutionary perspective, human infants display an amazing ability to form con-
nections with their caregivers and maintain a close connection with others. We learn language 
quickly, know how to understand nonverbal expressions, and later grow to be part of a larger 
social community. Every infant learns to talk and walk at a different rate and express emotions 
at a different rate. Mental health professionals have a difficult task in determining what might 
just be delayed development in certain skills and what represents a developmental disorder. Even 
with discrete disorders such as autism spectrum disorder, treatment can influence greatly the 

trauma- and stressor-related 
disorders: a category of 
childhood disorders, including 
disorders of attachment

neurodevelopmental 
disorders: a category of 
childhood disorders including 
autism spectrum disorder; 
attention deficit/hyperactivity 
disorder (ADHD); disorders 
of learning, intelligence, and 
communication; and motor 
disorders such as tics and 
Tourette’s disorder

disruptive, impulse control, 
and conduct disorders: a 
category of childhood disorders 
referred to as externalizing 
disorders
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