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elements that influence individual development throughout a person’s life, such as the impor-
tance of family and peer contexts, and identifies eight stages of development, as illustrated 
in Table 3.1. During each developmental stage, an individual faces and (ideally) masters a 
new psychological and social challenge, called a psychosocial crisis. Each psychosocial crisis 
has two developmental outcomes—one positive and one negative. The first five of Erikson’s 
eight developmental stages apply directly to children in educational settings, whereas the latter 
three stages apply to adults, including teachers and administrators in educational settings. Let’s 
examine each of these stages:

1.	 Trust versus mistrust: The first stage includes the period of infancy. Parents and primary 
caregivers are dominant environmental or social influences. Caregivers who depend-
ably respond to the infant’s needs provide a world in which the infant believes that 
his or her needs will be taken care of and learns to trust the world. Infants who expe-
rience lapses in having their needs met learn that the world may or may not meet 
their needs and develop a sense of mistrust. Similarly, attachment theory describes 
the importance of the mother-infant bond in providing infants with a warm, safe 
environment (Bowlby, 1969, 1973). Empirical data support the connection between 
secure attachment, or feelings of trust, and school readiness, as well as social-emotional 
development (Cassidy, Jones, & Shaver, 2013).

2.	 Autonomy versus shame/doubt: The second stage focuses on the period of toddlerhood, 
during which children continue to be most influenced by parents’ and primary care-
givers’ responses. Toddlers are becoming more mobile and are attempting to do things 
on their own, such as toilet training, walking, and playing alone. Parents who pro-
vide opportunities for their children to explore their surroundings without guilt for 
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Family and peer 
contexts: See Module 2

TABLE 3.1      Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory

STAGE
DEVELOPMENTAL 
PERIOD

PSYCHOSOCIAL 
CRISIS

SIGNIFICANT 
RELATIONS

SIGNIFICANT 
EVENT

1 Infancy Trust versus mistrust Parents or primary caregivers Feedings, diaper 
changes

2 Toddlerhood Autonomy versus shame/ 
doubt

Parents or primary caregivers Toilet training, walking

3 Preschool Initiative versus guilt Family and early childhood 
educators

Learning to color, write; 
using pretend play

4 School-age Industry versus inferiority Parents, teachers, and peers Learning to read and 
complete tasks

5 Adolescence Identity versus identity 
diffusion

Peer groups and role models More time with friends 
and romantic partners

6 Young adulthood Intimacy versus isolation Friends and romantic partners Opportunities to try 
many new things

7 Middle adulthood Generativity versus 
stagnation

Coworkers Career choices and 
volunteer experiences

8 Late adulthood Integrity versus despair Mankind, society Reflecting on one’s life

SOURCE: A. Lefton Lester, Psychology (5th ed.). Boston, MA: Allyn and Bacon. Copyright 1994 by Pearson Education. Adapted from Erikson 
(1959), Identity and the Life Cycle (Psychological Issues, Vol. 1, no. 1).


