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Abstract 
 

 

Limitation theories in developmental psychology have had a profound effect on educational 

practice; namely, theories that have been widely used to define what is developmentally 

inappropriate for children to do.  Current research is presented to suggest new ways to think 

about the abilities of children and to challenge the popular applications of limitation theories. 

Modal theory as understood by reformed Christian philosophies is presented as a framework to 

view human development.  The result is a new polycultural (cosmonomically diverse) theory of 

human development.  Holistic education is investigated as a possible ally by comparing and 

contrasting it to the proposed theory and its application to education.  Finally, the image and 

metaphor of a garden are introduced to enhance this polycultural theory and to offer application 

with suggestions for further study. 
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Preface 
This thesis addresses the effect of limitation theories in developmental psychology on 

educational practice; namely, theories that have been widely used to define what is 

developmentally inappropriate for children to do.  Reformed Christian philosophies 

incorporating modal theory are used as inspiration for this task. 

Chapter 1 identifies a number of challenges by current researchers to developmental 

psychology and gives a clearer definition of the problem and its implications. 

Chapter 2 investigates current research that suggests new ways to think about and extend 

the popular versions of limitation theories in developmental and educational psychology.  

Chapter 3 introduces modal theory as understood in reformed Christian philosophies.  

The stance on childhood development extended from these philosophies is challenged and 

reformulated with the help of current research.  This does not undermine the philosophical 

background, but draws on its own internal validity to refine its application. After viewing the 

application of this philosophy to various fields and disciplines, the chapter concludes with a 

statement of a new polycultural (cosmonomically diverse) theory of human development. 

Chapter 4 discusses holistic education as a possible ally by comparing and contrasting it 

to a polycultural theory and its application to education.  Finally, the image and metaphor of a 

garden are introduced to enhance this polycultural theory and to offer application with 

suggestions for further study.
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Chapter 1 
An Educational Challenge to Developmental Psychology  

 ―Piaget‘s theory has been used in education largely as a theory of what children cannot 

do‖ (Egan, 2002, p. 106).  In his scathing review of Herbert Spencer, John Dewey, and Jean 

Piaget, Kieran Egan calls to task the North American education system and its foundations in his 

book entitled Getting it Wrong from the Beginning.  

 Briefly, Jean Piaget‘s most widely cited and applied theory is his four stages of cognitive 

development.  According to his theory, people must pass sequentially through each of these 

stages in their development from infancy to adulthood.  The stages are 1) sensorimotor, where 

we experience the world with our senses and movements,  2) preoperational, where language is 

learned and much of our thinking focuses on the self,  3) concrete operational, where 

egocentricism fades and logic is employed, but only in concrete ways, and 4) formal operational, 

where the child can think abstractly and logically.  Spencer‘s and Dewey‘s theories treat the 

mind as similar to the body in function, growing more complex and mature over time, and 

according to Egan have been responsible for ideas that contribute to a biologized 

(―undifferentiated and intellectually incompetent‖)  theory of the mind in the North American 

education system (pp. 81-96). 

 As a result of the application of these theories to curricular standards, Spencer, Dewey 

and Piaget all argued for reducing, simplifying, and concretizing the curriculum for young 

children (Egan, p. 143). Egan points to the trivialization of primary curriculum, and the focus on 

economic and social utility in secondary schools disconnecting them from primary schooling and 

from universities (p. 141).  In traditional schools, what has resulted [from curriculum choice 

based on Spencer‘s curricular standards] is an impoverished curriculum and unforgivable 

ignorance (pg 148).  
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 Catherine Scott (2007), in her review of a textbook entitled Child and Adolescent 

Behaviour for Educators (2006), outlines her concerns over the continued use of ―thoroughly 

discredited‖ theories such as Piaget‘s in developmental psychology in the practice of education.  

While such texts may mention the flaws existent in the theories and their claims, they continue to 

devote much time to the theories and their application.  In her experience of teaching courses in 

developmental psychology to university students,  

one objection students have to being required to take courses based around the ideas 

contained in the average developmental text is that what they are studying is not really 

children but other people‘s – now often discredited – ideas about children. In other words 

they are studying the discipline of developmental psychology and not the development of 

children. (p. 7)  

Her secondary target (after the texts that continue to preserve his work) is the work of Jean 

Piaget himself.  There is  

strong evidence that Piaget‘s ideas have had damaging effects on education. His dim 

view of the intellectual capacity of young children has lowered expectations of what they 

can learn and achieve.  Indeed his theory is more useful―or would be if it were true―for 

deciding what children cannot do, rather than what they can. As Piaget noted ―The 

intellectual and moral structures of the child are not the same as ours‖ (1969, p 153). 

Children are not quite human and as different from adults as ―tadpoles are from frogs.‖ 

(p. 7) 

This state of affairs is obviously lamentable to Scott: ―My feeling is that we have lost more than 

we have gained by reducing our estimates of children‘s capacities‖ (p. 11).  
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This limiting approach is not the only theory that questions the child‘s ability, nor do all 

theories in developmental psychology support this view.  Indeed, some refute it and we will 

examine some of these further.  What remains, however, is the enduring legacy of these 

‗limiting‘ theories.  While attempting to be developmentally appropriate, psychologists, 

curriculum supervisors, and educators have made the error of leaving out processes and material 

that should have been included in the curriculum, or inappropriately ‗dumbing down‘ children‘s 

learning experiences.  

 Egan (2002) lists a number of specific negative effects due to the ‗limitation‘ theories:  

1) ‗Recapitulation‘ theories argue that curriculum should develop from simple to 

complex, from concrete to abstract; however, this assumption is flawed.  

2) Grammar education is seen as too abstract; however, children can readily perceive 

language as an abstract, rule-ordered object.  

3) History curriculum is judged by Piaget as developmentally inappropriate, but children 

show a leaning toward narrative.  

4) Latin and useless arts provide a problem of utility; however, they provide cultural-

cognitive tools that are needed to increase ability to learn, awareness, and access to specific 

realms of knowledge.  

5) As an agent of socialization, school has become defenseless against becoming a 

dumping ground for all of society‘s problems with the young.  

6) Knowledge in places other than the mind.  The mind uses knowledge in ways that 

increase ability to learn.  Simply knowing where to find information does not increase the ability 

to use that knowledge.  ―All the facts in the library that I know how to locate do not inform the 

way my imagination works.‖  
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7) Rote learning fell out of favour as boring and mindless.  Again, carrying memorized 

information attained by rote learning increases the ability and interest in learning more.  ―The 

more you know, the more you learn‖ (pp 126-138).  

  The results of ‗limitation practice‘ are far-reaching.  Egan has noted a number of effects 

across the delivery and scope of education, while others we will review note that often abused 

are the areas of faith, spirituality, morals, ethics, and justice.  Because these areas involve the 

seemingly complex use of advanced levels of relationship, abstraction and self-knowledge, 

children are viewed as incapable of working within them.  An example of this is R. Goldman‘s 

Readiness for Religion (1965).  In his analysis of developmental stages, Goldman concludes that 

children are not ready for religious studies, but because of intellectual deficits can be taught 

religion only later as they enter adolescence.
1
  

Reactions from Science, Philosophy, and Anthropology  

 The idea that children are likely capable of more than we have traditionally thought them 

to be is not unique to Egan and Scott.  More and more, evidence is mounting that children‘s 

capabilities are misunderstood, and that our education system needs to adjust as a result.  The 

objections come from a number of differing perspectives and approaches giving a shared, as well 

as varied voice to this assertion.  

 Bransford et al. (2000), in their survey of recent scientific studies point out that 

researchers are gaining new insights into children‘s capacities.  In a move away from the concept 

of the child as a blank slate, they point out that ―It is now known that very young children are 

competent‖ (p. 79).  Children are active agents in their own learning.   They highlight the 

                                                 
1
 Goldman did not like the extent to which more concrete concepts and teaching of religion and faith held on well 

into adulthood, not allowing adults to progress into more abstract thought in religion.  His solution was to hold off 

on religious training until the individual could ‗handle‘ abstract thought.  He did not consider it appropriate to teach 

abstract concepts at an earlier age. 
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difference between learning and development, pointing out that from a Piagetian perspective, we 

have assumed that they are the same thing.  ―From [Piaget‘s] view...where learning is 

development and development is learning,... the need for active learners is not particularly 

necessary‖ (p. 95).  Departing from this biologized view of the mind where we would assume 

everyone would eventually and passively learn all things uniformly, they argue for the 

importance of active learners, and that  

if one believes that strategies and knowledge are important, one would expect different 

levels of learning, depending on the children‘s conceptual knowledge and their control 

over strategies that organize that knowledge for learning... It has been observed that on a 

problem by problem basis, children of the same age often use a wide variety of strategies. 

(p. 97-99) 

Children are not locked into a pattern of development by their genetics or a standard progression 

of human development, but wield a certain level of control and influence on their own learning, 

and are also able to be taught within diverse domains or areas of study rather than following a set 

developmental pathway progressing from simple domains to complex ones.  

 In a fascinating study of the children of Tzeltal (a Mayan community in S. Mexico), 

Brown and Levinson (2000) found that their development challenged the ordered stages that 

Piaget outlines.  Their specific study point is ‗frames of reference‘.  Three are identified: relative 

(using the speaker‘s viewpoint of left, right, front, back), absolute (using fixed angles extrinsic to 

the objects being described, such as directions on a compass), and intrinsic (relying on properties 

of objects being spatially related).  ―[It] appears that in the main language of Tzeltal, children 

learn easily a language with absolute and intrinsic frames of reference that run counter to 

Piagetian ordering of stages – topological prior to projective‖ (p. 167).  Piaget would have us 



WHAT CHILDREN CAN DO       page 6 

believe that the young child is unable to think outside of an egocentric frame of reference.  This 

study shows the Tzeltal children adopting external frames of reference easily since they are 

culturally relevant concepts relating to the topography of their surroundings.  Comparing the 

Tzeltal with European children, the study points out that the culture, languages and spatial 

concepts they encode are fundamentally related.  It follows, then, that ―the child‘s development 

must be relativized to the local adult norms [cultural uniquities] toward which development is 

directed‖ (p. 168).  

 Here we find an example where development is flexible depending on a child‘s situation, 

challenging the concept that development is tightly and biologically structured. Children are 

capable of points of reference outside of themselves, contrary to the self-absorption and ego-

centrism commonly attributed them due to their limits of understanding and perspective.  Our 

conceptions of a child‘s ability cannot be locked into universally staged progressions, 

 Bowerman (in Nucci et al., 2000) makes a similar challenge to the ―widespread 

agreement that in the early stages of language development, children link linguistic forms 

directly to concepts and categories that they have already established in the course of their 

nonlinguistic cognitive development‖ (p. 199).  Language development, from this approach 

―paid little attention to meaning; [this] included behaviourism, with its emphasis on direct 

modeling, imitation, and reinforcement‖ (p.200).  Studying children from English, Dutch, and 

Korean language settings, she tested the contra-Piagetian hypothesis that language develops 

along with cognitive ability rather than after it.  Contrasting the use of language of Dutch-, 

English-, and Korean-speaking children aged 24 to 30 months of age, she found evidence that 

language had a bearing on how these children understood various concepts such as ‗on‘ and ‗in‘ 

depending on what the demands of the language were.  For example, English-speaking children 
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understood ‗in‘ to include both loose and tight fitting objects (a car in a box, or a block in a 

puzzle) whereas Korean children distinguished between the two concepts with their words for 

‗loosely in‘: ‗nehta‘ (car in a box) and ‗tightly in‘: ‗kkita‘ (block in a puzzle)  She found that 

―from earliest productivity, spatial words [such as ‗in‘ or ‗on‘] are associated with language-

specific categories of events... presumably [occurring] before they can speak what they 

understand‖ (p. 221). Culture and language were developing in children while they learned 

cognitive concepts, rather than language following cognition as Piaget claimed. 

 In Visions of Infancy, Ben Bradley warns that even our new-found respect for infant 

capabilities is in danger of being underestimated.   Piaget underestimated the child‘s ability, 

according to Trevarthen (1982), Bower, Broughton, Moore (1970), Stern (1983), and Spelke 

(1982), who show instances where the baby is a rational agent, able to distinguish self from 

others, and able to show empathy early in the first year of life (Bradley, 1989, p.150).  In 

attempting to understand children, researchers (Piaget included) have claimed that there are ways 

in which they cannot function.  This is an obvious conclusion given that functioning in society is 

a cultural affair, and that cultural norms must be learned and transmitted over time.  An error has 

been made, however, in assuming that because children lack depth in specific areas of 

knowledge it precludes them from the ability to function in others.  For example, simply because 

a child has not mastered a specific language it does not allow us to jump to the conclusion that 

they are incapable of functioning in the domain of justice or of morality, or even of aesthetics or 

spirituality. 

 We have understood development primarily in terms of intellect as demonstrated by adult 

understanding of childrens‘ abilities.  Hay and Nye (2006) address this as they study spirituality 

in children:  
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Coles (1992) sees it as a mistake to give priority to intellectual operations in our attempts 

to understand children‘s spirituality... He showed that when you listen directly to what 

children have to say instead of setting the Piagetian tests, you hear a different kind of 

story, one concerned with living personal experience...  Even so, the cumulative feeling I 

am left with after reviewing what we know about childhood spirituality is an uneasiness 

about the adequacy of developmental theory to give an account of it. (pp. 54, 57)
2
 

 A child‘s ability to generate language, to produce original thought in accepted social 

discourse, or to relate in a meaningful discussion with an adult have all been measures of a 

child‘s intellectual capacity.  These empirical standards applied to children represent a mistake of 

perspective made by the researcher.  Nye points this out in her earlier work: ―to take children‘s 

exclusively religious experiences and expressions as evidence of their spirituality could result in 

the severe judgment that large numbers of simply inexperienced and non-religious-language-

using children possess no spirituality‖  (1996, p. 110, emphasis added).  We cannot assume that 

since children do not recall or tell of religious experiences in the same way that we as adults 

understand them that they are not spiritual.  As Cole admonishes above, we need to strip our pre-

conceived notions that children cannot experience religion, and begin to test the opposite 

hypothesis: that they can. 

 Thankfully, research is beginning to acknowledge this when studying infants, and we are 

less and less blinded by Spencer‘s description of the ‗vacant stare of the infant‘ (Egan, 2002, p. 

95). 

                                                 
2
 Cole‘s point here: to really ―listen‖ is key.  Adults often listen to children with the assumption that what they are 

about to hear will be primitive or ‗cute‘.  We find a child‘s account of the world to be amusing rather than 

attempting to understand it as an honest interaction with their surroundings.  ―Kids say the darndest things...‖ 
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Research has demonstrated that human infants respond to emotions shown by other 

people. Infants as young as one day old have been reported to cry intensely and 

spontaneously in response to the distress cry of another infant, but not to a tape recording 

of themselves crying (Martin and Clark, 1982). This rather remarkable finding (replicated 

in several studies) has been interpreted as evidence that feelings of distress at another‘s 

pain may be an evolutionarily selected component of human nature (Plutchik, 1987). By 

around six months of age, infants become capable of differentially responding to diverse 

facial expressions associated with particular emotions (Ludemann 1991; Nelson 1987). 

By the end of the first year of life, infants employ the emotional expressions of mothers 

as indicative of a situation‘s being one of safety and comfort or one of danger (Campos 

and Barrett 1983).  (Nucci, 2001, p. 110) 

 Older paradigms where infants are understood as incapable of empathy, logic, or trust, 

are being challenged.  Schweitzer (in Fowler, 1991) warns:    

The danger that hierarchical stage theories entail for education is that the lower stages – 

and especially the stages of early childhood – appear primitive and deficient.  Such a 

view implies that the perspective of adulthood is dominant while childhood is considered 

only a pre-stage or preliminary form of real life.  This can be seen, among others, from 

labels such as the term ―pre-religious,‖ which are projected onto the child.  But childhood 

is not just a pre-stage of life.  According to Christian theological anthropology as well as 

educational philosophy, childhood is a stage of life of its own dignity and value (Weber 

1979 ―Jesus and the Children‖).  Its value and meaning cannot be measured by its 

contribution or relationship to adulthood. (p. 80) 
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 Taking the argument a step further, John Morss critiques the entire enterprise of 

developmental psychology which is based, he says, on the mistaken assumptions of social 

constructionism and a larger story of progression.  

...[W]hat scientists say about children reflects larger discourses available to them. (1996, 

p. 139)  Infants are said to be governed by biology, children and adults by culture.  

Adulthood cannot be treated as some stable, abstract end-point any more than infancy can 

be treated as an abstract starting-point for some naturally regulated ‗development‘ 

(p.144).  Philosopher Rorty insists that we must see other beings as ‗one of us.‘ (p. 141) 

For Morss, the entire discipline is subject to an error of perspective.  The researcher views 

himself as the one who has arrived at adulthood studying the infant or child, who is maturing 

into, but has not yet arrived at this state.  

 It has been suggested by de Castro (1992) that adults exert a domination over the 

present.  Adults, she indicates, are people who are.  Children will be in the future, but 

they are denied full participation in the present.  It is because of their status as 

‗becomings‘ rather than beings that so much stress is laid on the long-term effects of 

children‘s experience.  Contrariwise, the elderly are those-who-have-been.  Adulthood 

thus defines itself in a territorial way - it commands the present, and hence legitimizes the 

denial of rights to non-adults.  It is a denial of children in adults and adults in children.  

The notion of development does not ignore the past, but it does violence to it.... Human 

life is too important to be left to developmental explanation. (Morss, 1996, p. 158)    

 Each of these authors identifies the trouble with developmental psychology as one of 

perspective.  The child has not been given due respect as a ‗fellow being‘, but relegated to a 
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place of inability and inconsequence.  The problem of adult superiority needs to be addressed if a 

proper understanding of children is to emerge. 

Where do we go from here?  

 The researchers above challenge us to think beyond ‗limitation‘ theories of development 

in a few different ways.  First, we cannot continue to view human development as a linear 

progress through prescribed stages.  Second, infants are more capable than we have traditionally 

given them credit for being. ―Young children are ignorant but not stupid‖ (Bransford & National 

Research Council [U.S.], 2000, p. 234).  Third, children can operate within specific domains 

despite not having a well developed productive discourse.  Fourth, a respectful view of the 

subject (in this case, infants and children) is crucial in overcoming errors of omission as well as 

coming to a full understanding of the subject and their abilities.  Each of these gives rise to the 

need for a new way to understand and approach developmental psychology as well as a new way 

to understand its subject.  This opens educational practice up to new possibilities, honouring 

cognitive function and domains of knowledge earlier than has been assumed from a Piagetian 

point of view.  Using Scott‘s words, perhaps we can reverse our dim view of the intellectual 

capacity of young children and increase our expectations of what they can learn and achieve. 

 Our understanding of the breadth of infant functioning and ability will continue to grow 

as we find more appropriate and scientifically creative ways to measure and observe their 

interaction with the world.  To further combat limitation theories of development, the next 

chapter will comprise a survey of some of the research into infant and child functions in those 

complex domains such as justice, ethics, morals, and faith that have been regarded as reserved 

for ‗more developed‘ adults. 
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Chapter 2 
Current Research and Implications  

 As outlined in the previous chapter, common themes in developmental psychology make 

it easy to assume that the child is incapable of many things, indirectly affecting educational 

practice.  The focus has been not what the child can do, but what the child cannot do.  In an 

attempt to make education developmentally relevant, more complex domains or aspects have 

been set aside in favour of more simple domains, as Goldman (1965) suggests should be done 

with religion.  Considering more complex modes of functioning such as faith, morality, justice, 

and aesthetics, the assertion has been made that infants and children already function within 

these domains. If this is indeed the case, research should begin to support and show evidence of 

this.  Following is a selection of current research that supports such an understanding of child 

and infant capabilities and has implications for our analysis.
3
  Scientific and empirical research, 

philosophical and relational studies, and cultural studies are discussed. 

Scientific and Empirical Study 

 Larry Nucci questions whether the very young are able to comprehend ideas of morality.  

As a precursor to awareness of morality, he identifies an infant‘s ability to understand emotion, 

recalling Martin & Clark‘s (1982) replicated studies on infants responding to tape-recordings of 

other infants‘ crying.  An infant‘s ability to understand emotion allows them to sense a degree of 

right and wrong which is closely related to the concepts of morality and justice.  The infant is 

able to understand the emotional response of another.  This is an important foundation not only 

of social interaction, but also of a moral sense in the ability to detect and share the evaluative 

                                                 
3
 Before delving into some of the research, caution should be noted regarding terminology used by various writers 

and researchers.  When speaking of higher level aspects, the language used to describe faith, religion, morals, ethics, 

and justice often overlaps.  Where some writers may refer to morality, they may assume that it encompasses religion 

and ethics.  The survey undertaken here acknowledges this and does not attempt to analyze each individually.  

Rather, each is acknowledged to exist in the realm of more complex functioning and thus satisfies the investigation 

of whether infants and children can and do function within each. 



WHAT CHILDREN CAN DO       page 13 

response of another person.  While Nucci points out that this can be framed in the context of self-

preservation, we can also interpret this as the ability to empathize and to love.  The reactions of 

an infant are more than pre-experiential sensation of their new and chaotic world, and more than 

evolutionary instincts aimed at self-preservation. 

 Nucci points out that a sense of morality does not begin and develop as simply as was 

previously thought, citing research that finds that young children  

 judge actions of moral harm to be wrong. The complexity of the findings with young 

children is inconsistent with simple accounts of morality as emerging from an inherited 

moral sense of right and wrong. (2001, p.118) 

The popular Kohlbergian understanding of morality at this age explains it as an avoidance of 

discipline rather than true evaluation of an event.  It is evident that children have a more 

complete and complex understanding of morality than Kohlberg theorized. 

 Jonathan Haidt highlights research by Hamlin, Wynn, and Bloom (2007), where after 

watching a puppet show, infants show a preference to playing with the puppets who had just 

played the role of a ‗helper‘ over puppets who had played the role of ‗hinderer‘: 

The authors conclude that their findings ―indicate that humans engage in social 

evaluation far earlier in development than previously thought, and support the view that 

the capacity to evaluate individuals on the basis of their social interactions is universal 

and unlearned‖ (p. 559). Just as Baillargeon (1987) showed that infants arrive in the 

world with an understanding of intuitive physics, these studies suggest that infants are 

also born with at least the rudiments of an intuitive ethics. They recognize the difference 

between kind and unkind actors, and prefer puppets who act kindly. (Haidt & Kesebir, 

2009, p. 13) 
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As we begin to acknowledge that infants can process and understand in ways that are not 

necessarily exhibited by dialogue or speech, we can begin to appreciate the ways in which they 

function in these more complex ways.  The empirical side of psychology may take some time to 

definitively state exactly what infants can and cannot do, but the surface has been scratched.  

Developmental psychology is uncovering the fact that infants and children are more complex 

than once was thought.  

Philosophical and Relational Studies 

 In other research, it is becoming more clear that spirituality is a common everyday 

experience; not necessarily a concept that is intellectually linked to higher abstraction.  In her 

research, Jane Bone emphasizes this everyday aspect of spirituality, and also identifies the 

changing attitudes held by stage theorists:  

Tamminem (1994, p. 82) found that the subjects of his study related their experiences of 

God and religion ―almost exclusively to everyday situations‖.  This finding brought to my 

attention the importance of spirituality as an aspect of everyday life and reinforced the 

potential of a naturalistic approach to research about spirituality and young children.  I 

also realised that the landscape is changing as far as involving children in research goes.  

These early studies showed traces of developmental theories that conceptualized children 

as ‗too young‘ for spiritual understandings and abstract thought.  However, as 

demonstrated by the work of Fowler (Fowler & Keen, 1978, Fowler & Dell, 2006), 

attitudes do change over time. (2008, p. 37) 

As the field develops, there is a move from a previous understanding of human development that 

emphasized a linear, intellectual, and increasingly abstract development to a more holistic, 

integrated development.  Previously, it was thought that as a child grew, new areas became 
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accessible to her and she was able to scaffold onto new opportunities only as her capacity for 

abstract thought afforded and as far as her intellect allowed.  Spiritual, abstract, and complex 

concepts, however, are available and integrated with normal experience.  As we are beginning to 

see, an integrated and deepening direction of development emphasizes a breadth of ability and 

experience from the start of life.   

 Hay and Nye (2006) describe an integration of abilities and draw away from the 

specialized and intellectual approach to religion where earlier development in logic and language 

is a necessary precursor:  

The distinction between ‗direct knowledge‘ and ‗knowledge about‘ a subject is a familiar 

one.  Farmer notes that our care in separating these two kinds of knowledge (religious 

knowing and knowledge about religion) suggests that we must also allow the possibility 

that direct knowing may be independent of the growth of intellectual abilities and 

emotional capacities.  What we can do, [Farmer] says, is consider the functioning of the 

intellectual and emotional processes which we bring to bear on the contents of religious 

awareness.  That means much more than being able to give a logically correct 

explanation of a passage from scripture, or solve a moral conundrum.  (p. 59)  

The tight causal link between intellect, language, and religion, in which the previous are 

necessary for proper functioning in the latter, is broken.  Farmer‘s suggestion to consider what 

some capabilities bring to bear on others is a more integrated and multi-faceted approach to 

development.  Spirituality develops along with the lingual and rational.  One does not have to 

have a well developed sense of logic or ability to verbally express themself in order to 

experience spirituality. 
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 Rather than it being the case that one ability develops out of another‘s completion, 

Farmer implies that our abilities exist separately from one another, but also rely on one another 

for their expression and processing.  Sometimes this does our experiences justice, and other 

times it does them harm.  Thus, while studying the childhood spiritual experiences as recounted 

by adults, Hay and Nye notice the following of her observations:  

All of the adults Farmer talked with spoke of a process of slowly coming to understand 

(in some kind of quasi-rational way) through being faithful to the truths they perceived 

(in some other way) in their early transcendent experiences.  She suggests that an 

important area for research must be to investigate the form in which such experience is 

held by children at the time, before it becomes the subject of a lifetime‘s reflection.  

How, if at all, do children articulate or at least store such memories, which are later 

recalled as spiritually significant?  And how much more experience is forgotten in the 

absence of any context which allows its expression? (2006, p. 59)  

Farmer posits that it is the individual‘s commitment to honouring their experiences (despite the 

cultural barriers to doing so) that is the key to preserving these experiences and learning:  

All of the participants felt that their early experiences were a foundation that had 

subsequently to be integrated, built upon, and further permitted (or invited) to be an 

active influence in their lives. Their understanding of the nature of the purpose of their 

lives involved all these elements. Purpose, as it was revealed here, is a complex concept, 

seeming paradoxically to involve more awareness of process than end, and like all 

processes, it seems to need to be kept in working order. The breakdown of this continuum 

of fulfillment, this activity of integration, expression and further insight, leads to the loss 

of an awareness of purpose itself, however powerfully it may have been initiated in early 
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experience. As we have seen, this extended process is tenuous and fraught with obstacles 

in the early years. Much of our social nurturing seems bent on refusing the elements 

necessary for its accomplishment.  (1992, p. 267)  

Farmer critiques our cultural practice of denying children the acknowledgment of experience 

within traditionally more complex realms as detrimental to their development.  If education is to 

be based on the premise that children are not developmentally capable of functioning in the area 

of religion or of appropriately experiencing the spiritual, it may very well be denying them a 

sense of purpose.  

 In their book addressing the issue of human development in a theological perspective, 

Balswick et al. (2005) call for a complex, rather than reductionist understanding of how we view 

development:  

Scholars today recognize that development is not always straightforward and does not 

always proceed according to stages (Lerner, 2002).  Postmodern sensibilities have 

highlighted the need for more complex and less reductionistic theories that emphasize the 

influence of systems, person-context interaction and nonlinear development. (p. 272)  

They cite James Loder, developing the theme that stage theories leave something to be desired 

when compared to a multi-aspectual understanding of development:  

Loder proposes that spiritual development may occur independently of other aspects of 

psychological development.  For example, although spiritual development may be 

influenced by our cognitive, identity and moral development, it is not dependent on the 

emergence of these other pscyhological characteristics....  Loder argues that faith is not 

about reason, insight or meaning, but it is relational.  Fowler‘s stages emphasize the 

significance of cognition – beliefs, meanings and perspectives.  Fowler‘s stages are 
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determined by an individual‘s ability to reason critically about religious beliefs and 

values as well as the ability to take others‘ or God‘s perspectives, which in turn 

ultimately propels a person to lead a life in a universally loving manner.  Loder takes the 

emphasis off the rational and puts it on the relational.  Faith is about knowing God and 

God‘s love for us, and responding to it.  (Balswick et al., pp. 273-274)  

In their assertion that faith does not develop according to stages, they point out that there is a  

great diversity in trajectories of religious development both between individuals and 

between communities and cultures.  Consequently, religious development cannot be 

understood solely by cognitive development, nor can the assumption be made that the 

brighter an individual is the more religiously developed he or she is. (p. 280-281) 

Developmental theory and educational practice need to acknowledge, then, that spirituality and 

religious development are appropriate early on rather than after specific intellectual milestones 

have been reached.
4
 

Cultural Studies and Commentaries 

 Balswick et al. hit on an important point in the study of developmental psychology in the 

preceding assertion when mentioning culture and community.  Greenfield (2000) charges 

popular developmental psychology with the same point.  She connects Vygotsky to cultures 

emphasizing social structures and Piaget to cultures emphasizing commercial and individual 

accomplishment.  Vygotsky emphasizes learning by scaffolding and apprenticeship, while Piaget 

emphasizes learning by doing and experimentation.  In the end, however, both have the same 

endpoint of development, and it is exclusively cognitive.  Greenfield states the need for a 

                                                 
4
 The extensive work and publications of Jean Vanier with L‘arche communities is informative here.  As a gifted 

scholar, he points to many instances where he learns a great deal about spiritual expression and community from 

those with intellectual deficits.   
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―universal theory that transcends culture-specific ethnotheories of development... not just 

cognitive, or cognitive/social split, but one that is integrated‖ (p. 274).  Our theories and 

understanding of development have to acknowledge the fact that people grow in all areas 

regardless of a particular culture‘s tendency to overemphasize specific areas.  

 Greenfield was looking for a theory that would encompass the individual and social 

aspects of development at the same time.  The theory would include development as a 

functioning member of a culture or society rather than simply as cognitively advancing 

individual and intellectual.  Thinking beyond her wishes, a truly integrated and multi-aspectual 

theory of development, however, would encompass even more. 

 Haidt has begun to do some work in this area, studying morality and its components.  

Two important items surface from Haidt‘s work with respect to this thesis.  The first is the 

assertion that morality is not contingent on language, but actually comes before it:  

If the building blocks of morality were shaped by natural selection long before language 

arose, and if those evolved structures work largely by giving us feelings that shape our 

behavior automatically, then why should we be focusing on the verbal reasons that people 

give to explain their judgments in hypothetical moral dilemmas? (2007, para. 4) 

The second is that emotions play a prominent role in moral development in children and cultures.  

This contradicts the belief that reason needs to precede morality, or even that morality should be 

reduced to ‗moral reasoning‘.  In Haidt‘s view of morality, there are innate psychological 

mechanisms that predispose children to absorb certain virtues.  

...in Dr. Haidt‘s view, because these virtues are learned, morality may vary widely from 

culture to culture, while maintaining its central role of restraining selfishness. In Western 

societies, the focus is on protecting individuals by insisting that everyone be treated 
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fairly. Creativity is high, but society is less orderly. In many other societies, selfishness is 

suppressed through practices, rituals and stories that help a person play a cooperative role 

in a larger social entity. (Wade, 2007, para. 14) 

Haidt acknowledges the child as a moral being, and that development in this aspect runs counter 

to its previously understood sequence.  He also acknowledges that cultural differences in 

development are better explained by a multi-layered approach.  Development that is studied by 

addressing different ways of functioning simultaneously rather than sequentially can better 

account for cultural differences without referring to identifiers such as ‗primitive/advanced‘, 

‗developing/developed‘.   

 It is apparent that the understanding of development is changing to respect a non-linear, 

multi-level and complex approach.  It is also evident that educational practice and popular 

understanding take some time to evolve and change in line with these new theoretical insights. 

Given the possibilities and leanings toward a multi-layered approach, the theories and 

philosophies of a reformed Christian understanding of the world have a unique and helpful 

perspective to offer the discussion in developmental psychology.  The framework this 

philosophy provides is helpful to contextualize and explain this new direction and understanding 

of human development. 
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Chapter 3 
Introduction to Reformed Christian Thought via Dooyeweerd 

 A significant portion of reformed
5
 Christian thought and writing over the past century has 

been developed around the concept of a modal or aspect theory.  Arguably the best developed 

theories of this idea find their origins in the work of Herman Dooyeweerd, and specifically his 

cosmonomic philosophy.  One of the greatest achievements of this school of thought is its 

applicability to wide and divergent subject areas, to which this paper attempts to contribute.   

Dooyeweerd and Vollenhoven‘s idea of the cosmological principle has provided many 

important insights in aesthetics, art, economics, education, feminism, football, 

mathematics, philosophy, technology, social sciences, dogmatics, as well as science. This 

alone provides ample evidence of the comprehensiveness of this perspective.  

(―Reformational philosophy: An introduction,‖ 2011, para. 14) 

Peck and Strohmer (2000) apply a form of the cosmonomic theory called ‗modal analysis‘. 

―Modal analysis therefore, equips us with a way to identify the many different aspects of life, 

and to deal with their complexities... it helps us to see the relationships of the aspects to one 

another‖ (p. 149). 

 The basic premises behind Dooyeweerd‘s cosmonomic idea will be introduced as a 

foundation to understand reformed Christian thought.
6
  As the premises are uncovered, the 

contributions of others will be offered within which to understand the current discussion of 

limitation theories in developmental psychology.  The discovery and application of the 

                                                 
5
 Throughout, a small 'r' reformed has been used rather than a capital 'R'.  The intent is to disassociate the discussion 

and thought tradition from the institutions bearing the name Reformed, and to keep it more generic.  While many 

‗Reformed‘ churches would identify themselves as ‗reformed‘, the thought tradition is more broad than their walls. 
6
 The aim of this paper is not to systematically analyze Dooyeweerd‘s philosophy as it pertains to developmental 

psychology, but rather to draw on the richness and comprehensive nature of reformed Christian thought to inform 

the issues introduced – namely the problem of limitation theories in developmental and educational psychology. 
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cosmonomic idea to the problem introduced in the first chapter will be made exploring three 

steps:  1) the view of the individual and the enkaptic nature of functioning, 2) the nature of 

subject-object relations and how it is that the individual relates to the world and understands it, 

and finally 3) the theory of modal aspects and human functioning. The first two function as 

foundation to the final dimention, which bears the most fruit in application to the problem of 

developmental theories of limitations in children.  

 As an initial step, it is important to outline Dooyeweerd‘s view of the individual as it 

relates to function.  As psychologists disagree on the relationship between mind, brain, and body, 

this foundation helps to understand other contributions by Dooyeweerd before stepping into 

psychological applications.  Dooyeweerd‘s theory of Enkapsis shows his allegiance to an 

understanding of the unified self.  He describes the human in terms of four structures.  The 

structures appear in ascending order of complexity:  physical-chemical, biotic, psychic, and act.  

The physical-chemical qualification defines people as belonging to a physical and chemical 

presence such as water and rocks.  The biotic qualification acknowledges people as living, or 

comprised of living cells, similar to trees, plants, and other life forms.  Rocks and minerals do 

not have biotic qualities; only physical-chemical.  The psychic qualification attributes a level of 

sensation and interaction, such as instinctive feelings, which humans share with the animal 

kingdom.  Finally, the act-structure identifies people as having the ability to make a decision 

based on varying inputs.  Each of these structures is interlaced with the others, or ‗functions 

enkaptically‘ with the previous, and only functions with the possibilities of the other.  For 

instance, one cannot have psychic qualities such as sensation without also having both physical-

chemical and biotic qualities.  Although we can speak of human acts in and of themselves, we 



WHAT CHILDREN CAN DO       page 23 

must be mindful, according to Dooyweerd, that these are intertwined with the psychic, biotic, 

and physical-chemical qualifications. 

All human acts have their origin in the soul as the spiritual center of man‘s existence. 

With respect to their temporal structure, however, they can only take place in the human 

body. It would be incorrect, therefore, to say that the soul or spirit thinks, imagines or 

wills, just as it would be incorrect to say that the body thinks, imagines or wills. The 

whole man as an integral unity of soul and body performs these acts. Outside of the body 

no acts are possible. In other words, acts should be thought of as neither purely spiritual, 

nor as purely bodily. (Dooyeweerd, 1942, p. 6)  

 We see that Dooyeweerd parts ways definitively with both the biologistic camp as well as 

the spiritualistic camp, not allowing human functioning and decision making to be reduced to 

bio-chemical reactions, nor to the spirit or soul acting apart from the body as a detached director.   

 Dooyeweerd describes what sets humanity apart from the rest of the natural world by 

referring to the ‗act-structure‘: 

The act‐life of man manifests itself in three fundamental ways: knowing, imagining and 

willing. They must not be isolated however as three separate faculties, because they are 

completely intertwined. In the intentional character of the ―acts‖ lies their ―innerness‖ 

(innerlijkheid). It is the performance (activity) which actualizes (realizes) the intention of 

the act. By this performance the knowing act, imagining act, and the act of volition are 

intertwined in the motivated process of decision making, which decision is then 

translated into deed. (Dooyeweerd, 1942, p. 4)  

The moment one makes a decision, one exercises a knowing and imagining intertwined with that 

act, according to Dooyeweerd.  This uniqueness comes bundled with the preceding physical-
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chemical, biotic, and psychic qualifications.   Human thought is not simply biologically 

determined, nor is biological functioning simply directed by thought.  They are interwoven and 

influence one another.  Here we see Dooyeweerd parting ways also with traditional subsections 

of psychology.  Human development is not to be reduced to physiological explanations, 

cognitive theories, nor affective influences alone, as is often done in psychology. In other words, 

human development cannot be studied in a bio-chemical vacuum, nor can it be ‗explained‘ in a 

purely social context devoid of biological influences.  This ‗interwovenness‘ is important in the 

discussion of human development as it not only ties our ability to our existence in a physical 

sense, but it also asserts that people are capable of intellectual operations just by virtue of being 

human; that is, we do not exist solely on the level of physical-chemical and biotic structures.  

The human experience is an aggregation of each of these.  What remains with respect to the 

application of this theory is the question of just when one is capable of knowing, imagining and 

volition.  Trevarthen‘s research led him to believe that  

the basic integrity and form of motives is created in the developing central nervous 

system before it becomes the receiver of input from the body and outside environment.  It 

does not have to be constructed in the infant after birth by ―mutual assimilation‖ or 

conditioning of reflex systems generated separately, as Piaget (1953) believed. (1993, p. 

126) 

Regardless of when this is, however, to be human includes the capability of an act-life of 

knowing, imagining, and willing.  

 To leave this here would be a disservice to Dooyeweerd‘s philosophy.  He was adamant 

that ―Our selfhood, our ‗I-ness‘ expresses itself as a totality in the coherence of all its functions 

in all aspects of cosmic reality‖ (Dooyeweerd, 1997, p.5), as we have seen above.  He continues: 
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―And man, whose ‗I-ness‘ is expressed in the coherence of all his cosmic functions, was himself 

created by God as the expression of His image‖ (p. 5).  This relation to God as Creator is the 

religious root of human existence.  The relationship of the created [or creature] to the Creator is 

the central point of identity of humankind.  Developmentally, one‘s ‗I-ness‘ is present at birth as 

an expression of the Creator‘s image.  Dooyeweerd argues that because of this relationship, the 

coherence of the act-structure with the physical, biotic, and psychical is possible (Dooyeweerd, 

1997, p.7).  Once again, Dooyeweerd asserts that from birth, being human entails an act-

structure, this time because of their image identity and relationship with their Creator. 

 Balswick et al. (2005) use a similar ‗intertwined‘ orientation in their study of human 

development, identifying the body and soul/spirit as non-reductive entities:  

Soul and mind are understood as physiologically embodied... human behaviour cannot be 

exhaustively explained by analysis at the lowest level... A person does not have a soul but 

rather is a soul.  Soul, for human beings, is a physically embodied property of human 

nature and thus not an entity with distinctive existence, awareness and agency. (p. 23) 

It is on this basis which they assert that more important than defining the having or being a soul 

is to understand that it needs be referred to in terms of relationality.  ―Humans are unique from 

nonhuman creatures because they have been created to be in relationship with God‖ (p. 24). 

 Crucial to our analysis of human development is an understanding of how the individual 

relates to the rest of the world.  One‘s abilities to function depend on an understanding of the 

surrounding world.  For instance, to develop biologically requires a level of interaction with the 

world around us.  We grow in height and stature in relation to the gravitational pull of the earth; 

in circulatory and respiratory function in relation to the air we breathe.  To develop emotionally, 
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there needs to be a base level of interaction with what we experience around us and in others.  To 

develop intellectually, we interact with the world analytically. 

Before explicating the modal aspects (spheres of meaning) that Dooyeweerd has 

identified, a glance at subject-object relationality
7 

is helpful.  Dooyeweerd applied ‗subject‘ and 

‗object‘ in slightly different ways than they are popularly understood.  People, as they perceive 

the world, act as subject.  That which they perceive acts as object.  The extent to which someone 

or something can act as subject is limited to their level of functioning identified above.  For 

instance, a rock cannot act as a subject at the psychic or sensitive level as it does not have that 

capability, although an animal would be able to.  The rock cannot feel or sense that which is 

around it, but it can, however, act as object in the sensitive level of functioning as it can be held, 

rubbed, thrown, or even treasured by a person who encounters it.  As a subject it is limited, but 

as an object, it becomes a part of a person‘s decision and experience.  A tree functions as subject 

on a biotic level as it grows, draws nutrients for food, and re-cycles carbon dioxide into oxygen.  

It cannot, however, act of its own accord and make decisions as a person could in the act-

structure of functioning.  As object though, it functions as a hiding place for children, a source of 

food for other living things, and even something appreciated for its beauty and usefulness (i.e., as 

a social, biotic or aesthetic object, respectively).  Only humans function as subject at all levels.  

Interestingly, in the realm of psychology people also function as object at all levels as we study 

the development not only of our physical growth, but also our sensitive and act-structures.  

 It is in the context of subject and object function that Dooyeweerd discusses a 

cosmonomic order that is qualified by modal aspects.  He defines fifteen aspects of reality that 

increase in complexity, and each anticipates later aspects.  The earlier aspects further explain the 

                                                 
7
 My summaries here (and indeed my own understanding) of Dooyeweerdian thought are indebted to Andrew 

Basden‘s collection on the web entitled ―The Dooyeweerd Pages‖, Kalsbeek‘s Contours of a Christian Philosophy 

(1975), Clouser‘s The Myth of Religious Neutrality (1991), and Peck and Strohmer‘s Uncommon Sense (2000).  
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physic-chemical, biotic, and sensitive entities, while later aspects qualify and define acts unique 

to humans.  The aspects, in order of increasing complexity, are: arithmetic, spatial, kinematic, 

physical, biotic, sensitive, logical, historical, lingual, social, economic, aesthetic, juridical, moral, 

and pistic.  While these appear to be comprehensive in nature, Dooyeweerd acknowledged that 

these are just an attempt to understand reality and are open to further development, or revision.  

The arithmetic aspect is the most basic, having to do with discrete quantity and number.  The 

arithmetic aspect is said to anticipate the spatial, and the spatial to retrocipate the arithmetic.  

That is, the spatial is an extension of the arithmetic as it adds a dimension.  While the spatial 

aspect relies on quantity, it goes beyond it by adding breadth, width, and depth (extension).  

Similarly, the spatial anticipates the kinematic where movement is introduced.  This continues 

along the list of aspects.  It is at the logical aspect and beyond that we find a level of functioning 

unique to humans.  Each of these aspects is irreducible to the others.  In other words, we cannot 

fully explain one mode in terms of another. (See Appendix A)  However, the meaning of each 

aspect is intertwined with the rest; each aspect depends on all other aspects for its full meaning.  

Looking in a retrocipitory direction, each aspect is an opening of its previous aspects, and in an 

anticipatory direction, each aspect provides a foundation for the later aspects. 

 If we continue in the context of subject-object relations, the world can be understood by 

humans in terms of different aspects.  A river can function subjectively in the arithmetic, spatial, 

kinematic, and physical aspects, but not the biotic and beyond, as it is not a living thing.  As an 

object, however, it becomes a thing in which organisms can live and thrive (biotic), a 

passageway for trade (economic), a place to play and enjoy (aesthetic), and even a place to be 

baptized (pistic/faith).  As humans, we understand and experience the river in different ways 

according to the different modes and aspects.  In other words, we function within specific 



WHAT CHILDREN CAN DO       page 28 

aspects.  For instance, the human function within the logical aspect is typically thought of as 

‗reason‘.  The human function within the aesthetic aspect can be thought of as ‗imaginativity‘ 

(Seerveld, 1987). 

 Just as Dooyeweerd holds that the four structures of the individual are enkaptically 

intertwined, the aspects also function in this way:  

Human acts (in their three fundamental directions) can be qualified by any of the 

normative modal aspects. The scientific knowing‐act, for instance, is logically qualified, 

the imagining‐act of the artist has a typical aesthetic qualification, and the act of praying 

(as an act of volition) of the believer is pistically qualified. But the knowing‐act as well 

as the imagining‐act and the act of volition can also take on completely other typical 

structures. This typical differentiation is closely related to the differentiated structures of 

human society, which intertwine with the act‐structure of man‘s bodily existence. But 

these differentiated act types are only variability types of human act life. With respect to 

their inner structure, human acts are undifferentiated. (Dooyeweerd, 1942, p. 6) 

So, we can, for the purposes of study, isolate a specific aspect as we do in mathematics 

(arithmetic), physics (physical), biology (biotic), and other special sciences, but this does not 

remove the specific aspect from being bound to all of the rest.  Preserving coherence and unity in 

our experience, Dooyeweerd spoke of sphere sovereignty and sphere universality.  Each aspect 

has its own uniqueness and law enabling us to study it in isolation and by definition is irreducible 

to the others (sovereignty).  On the other hand, each aspect has echoes of the others in 

anticipation and retrocipation (universality).  If we choose to ignore some of the echoes of other 

aspects, we risk a reduction and loss of the richest possible functioning or understanding.  For 

example, we can study biology and life sciences in isolation from other aspects, but we miss a 



WHAT CHILDREN CAN DO       page 29 

full appreciation of the object if we choose not to acknowledge the aesthetic, moral, or social 

aspects in this study.  Parker Palmer (2007) illustrates this, describing the work of biologist 

Barbara McClintock:  

McClintock did not objectify her subject, did not approach it with the textbook notion 

that her task was to analyze it into data bits. Instead, she approached genetic material on 

the assumption that it could best be understood as a communal phenomenon. As one 

writer has said, McClintock ―made a crucial discovery by recognizing that the genetics of 

living organisms is more complex and interdependent than anyone had believed. By 

observing how genes function in their environment rather than regarding them merely as 

isolated entities, she discovered that bits of genes can move about on chromosomes‖. (p. 

57) 

Rather than closing her study exclusively to the traditional aspect in which it is qualified (biotic 

in this case), McClintock knew that the biotic aspect could be analyzed in relation to other 

aspects; in this case the social aspect.  James Olthius points this out as well in his analysis of 

faith development: ―The act of faith as a total human act of the self is multi-modal, including not 

only rationality, but also metabolic processes, affectivity, and imaginativity‖  (1986, p. 497).  

 At this point, we have a structure that allows us to view the individual as a unified body 

of physical, biotic, psychic and act structures that are inherently intertwined.  These structures 

can be further delineated into the ways in which we experience the world, both as subject, and as 

object.  These delineations are identified as fifteen aspects which are sequenced in order of 

complexity, and although they are distinct and irreducible, also hold together in coherence.  We 

are now ready to investigate this structure as it applies to developmental and educational 

psychology.  
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 For the purposes of this discussion on child development, a question surfaces which is at 

the crux of this thesis:  Is a child (potentially) capable of functioning as subject across all 

aspects?  In other words, can a child experience and function in the world arithmetically? 

sensitively?  lingually?  aesthetically? pistically?  If the child can, how does this present itself?  

Is it innate, or does it develop?  The order of Dooyeweerd‘s aspects suggests a pathway of 

development in their increasing complexity.  If the social aspect depends on the previous lingual 

aspect, then it would hold that lingual subject functioning would need to develop prior to the 

social.  There is an assertion in his theory that to function well in any aspect depends on good 

functioning in all previous aspects (A. Basden, personal communication, October, 2009).  This 

assertion will be challenged once we apply a modal theory to the subject of developmental and 

educational psychology. 

The starting point of this thesis was the lament that popularly held developmental 

theories have an enduring hold on educational practice and continue to wield their influence, 

even though they are being increasingly discredited. The end point of this present investigation 

into a new theory of developmental psychology, then, must be the application of that theory to 

education to assess its merits and to imagine the effects and possibilities as an alternative. 

Cosmonomic theory has been applied to areas outside of pure philosophy, and to the extent that 

this philosophy is an exercise in ontology, this is the desired intent. Assessing the strengths and 

weaknesses of a few of these endeavours will inform the present attempt to apply it to research 

into human development and education. 

Other Applications of Cosmonomic Theory 

 While Dooyeweerd‘s work and philosophy enjoyed application in social science (Skillen, 

1979), a number of scholars have attempted to apply his theories to other fields as well.  A wider 

body of work from a reformed Christian perspective has emerged, as is evidenced around the 
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collections cited at ―All of Life Redeemed‖, a website which claims ―No area of life is neutral 

and all areas need to be redeemed‖.  A significant example of this work has been undertaken by 

Andrew Basden, author of the comprehensive Web resource: ―The Dooyeweerd Pages‖.  As 

Professor of Human Factors and Philosophy in Information Systems at the University of Salford, 

his main (though not only) focus of application of modal theory has been to the use of computer 

systems.  The application is logical when one stands back to see that information systems are 

systems in interaction with human beings.  As such, these systems function as object in all 

aspects, and the use of modal theory is helpful to identify the multi-faceted nature of computer 

systems and their impact and influence.  In short, the application helps people to see that 

computers are more than ‗just computers‘.  While this application is extremely helpful in and of 

itself, the level and depth to which Basden has explored it makes it even more helpful.  As a 

computer teacher in a Christian school, I have seen direct benefit from his work in my classroom 

as I am charged to exhibit a Christian world-and-life-view in all that I teach.  

Dooyeweerd‘s framework of multiple irreducible aspects of reality has proven 

particularly useful for understanding and honouring [information technology‘s] diversity. 

The starting point, then, is not the ‗ethics of IT‘ as such, but rather a recognition that IT 

fits into God‘s order of creation. (Basden, 2009)  

This is particularly freeing in a high school classroom where we can now discuss responsible 

development of hardware, software, and human interfaces, aesthetic and lingual considerations in 

communication, and philosophical underpinnings of proprietary software,  rather than being 

relegated to a list of ‗Thou shalt nots...‘ as they pertain to netiquette, intellectual property, social 

media, and personal safety. 
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 Basden‘s applications of Dooyeweerd‘s thought are helpful to me as a student of 

philosophy and education as well.  Two specific examples shed some light here.  In ―Engaging 

With and Enriching Humanist Thought‖, Basden bids a Christian audience to consider that  

Though one can argue for a deep antithesis between ‗Christian‘ and secular thought, I see 

this as secondary to a stronger belief that all of us work and think within the same created 

cosmos so that even secular thinkers can possess what, from a Christian viewpoint, is 

genuine insight. (2008, p. 132)  

In a separate paper, ―Christian Philosophy and Information Systems‖, he points to the acceptance 

of Dooyeweerd by a secular audience:  

The use of Dooyeweerdian thinking has enabled me to insert a colourful cohering 

diversity into grey humanist frameworks which not only enriches the framework itself but 

also makes it more practical to apply. There are dangers in this approach, but the 

opportunity is that Dooyeweerdian thought can become known and properly explored, 

that it can be linked into others, and that valuable feedback can be given that would help 

keep Dooyeweerdian thought engaged with the mainstream of academic thought and 

practice. (2001, p. 153)  

In both cases, there is a bridging effect that a Christian philosophy has had, resulting in respect 

from both sides rather than walls of mistrust or of misunderstanding.  Along the same lines, 

Basden also points out the ‗centring‘ effect of Dooyeweerd‘s thought:   

In these days of the decline of rationalism and rise of interpretivism, I find Dooyeweerd‘s 

aspects a useful corrective to both. Rationalism says there is only one aspect, and all 

others are merely emergent from it. Dooyeweerd‘s aspects counter this. Interpretivism 
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says that there are no aspects at all, and all is merely interpretation. So the world gets 

fragmented. Dooyeweerd‘s aspects counter this too. (Basden, 2003)  

 Finally, Basden also found that although Dooyeweerd‘s theories are deep, rich, 

intertwined, and interconnected, they are also relatively easily understood.  He found this to be 

the case in the application of a model entitled ―Multi-Aspectual Knowledge Elicitation 

(MAKE)‖:  

Winfield refined and tested MAKE on eight case studies (Winfield, 2000), mostly with 

participants who had never heard of Dooyeweerd or the aspects before, and found 

consistently that MAKE was easy to learn (both by interviewees and by Winfield‘s 

students who carried out some of the case studies) it was not difficult for participants to 

grasp enough understanding of the aspects in order to undertake this process, that nearly 

every aspect (typically 13 out of 15) was identified in each of the case studies, that it is 

useful over a wide variety of domains (tree planting, sustainability, vetinary [sic] 

practice, Islamic food laws, youth advice and management of a local housing business 

unit). (Winfield & Basden, 2006)  

This is significant for any theory hoping for more widespread adoption.  Indeed, one of the 

reasons that the current popularly held theories of Piaget, Erikson, Maslow, and others are 

referred to and continue to be used is their simplicity and ability to be easily understood.  A 

system of thought as complex and detailed as Dooyeweerd‘s could possibly enjoy the same level 

of adoption as long as those to whom it is presented can quickly and easily understand and apply 

it.  Piaget has four simple stages that all people move through in order.  Maslow has a simple 

hierarchy of needs with five stages.  Erikson has eight life-stages and virtues.  Basden‘s work 

gives hope that a modified Christian philosophical framework to understand human development 
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such as proposed here can be successfully endorsed as well as more widely accepted.  Further, it 

is worth repeating that Basden‘s work has shown that Dooyeweerdian cosmonomic philosophy is 

applicable to different sciences as well as enriching and being well received by multiple camps 

of thought.  

 In an attempt to look at regional economic development in a new way, Aay & Langeveld 

also use a Dooyeweerdian approach.  They compare their approach to traditional methods of 

development including evolutionary (economic/competition), behavioural (entrepreneurial), 

institutional (large firms), or neoclassical (scientific) means.  In each of the cases they outline, 

attempts have been made at economic development with mixed results.  Their analysis suggests 

that each approach focusses too narrowly on one aspect and from the outset fails because they 

don‘t acknowledge the multi-facetted nature of cultural development.  They also investigate 

other integrative frameworks, but conclude that:  

What distinguishes our approach from these integration blueprints may be found in its 

derivation, its general and overarching character, and its fine-grained and integral 

structure. Most integration schemas such as those listed above have been developed 

within geography by and for geographers. Our model is derived from a meta-theory 

developed by professional philosophers. Ontology and epistemology are what they do 

best and geographers benefit from bringing such carefully worked out philosophical 

systems into their discipline. (2005, p. 194) 

Using Dooyeweerd and cosmonomic theory in regional economic development allows their 

model to be about life, not solely about geography. By design, it is formulated to be all-inclusive 

and attempts to address all of the aspects as an integrated whole. ―This is especially important for 

geography and regional development studies which are such interdisciplinary fields‖ (Aay & 
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Langeveld, 2005, p.194).  The relevance of this conclusion is important for any multi- or 

interdisciplinary field, such as psychology and education.  Both easily run the risk of putting all 

of their focus on a few aspects in their practice and of neglecting others.  These neglected aspects 

are also ignored in their subject; namely, the child or student. 

Prompts to Refine Educational/Developmental Psychology 

 There are calls from reformed Christian scholars and from the disciplines of psychology 

and education for this type of a theory (cosmonomic or multi-aspectual) in educational and 

developmental psychology.   Glas (1995) calls for it directly: 

there is need for a further development of Dooyeweerd‘s systematic philosophy, 

especially in relation to the special sciences. For instance, in the context of philosophical 

anthropology a more detailed account of personal identity is called for. The concept of 

identity is confusing and multi-layered. One can discern many types of personal identity, 

not only numerical and qualitative, as Parfit suggests, but also psychic, social, legal, 

moral and/or religious....  I also see possibilities for the relational perspective, in 

particular in a philosophical re-thinking of research in developmental psychology. (pp. 

76-77)  

Glas saw the possible connection between the complexity of a person‘s identity and relationship 

to the world around them as a key area on which the comprehensive nature of modal analysis 

could shed light. Among the others already cited as having issues with stage theorists, Bussema 

(1993) states the need for an integrated theory as he uncovers one of the errors in the 

construction of stage theories of development:  

They tell us, in short, how to find and live the ―good life.‖ For example, Piaget‘s view of 

the end of development can be seen in his formal operational stage of cognitive 
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reasoning. Kohlberg offers the attainment of a justice-based post-conventional morality 

as the ultimate attainment, and Erikson suggests the experience of integrity, that one‘s 

life story can hold together, as the highest accomplishment of life. After establishing the 

goal or end point, these theorists work backwards, uncovering the steps along the 

development path, noting the possible disruptions and the necessary motivation required 

to reach the final developmental destination. (p. 2)  

As this backward journey is analyzed, different ‗building blocks‘ of development are removed 

until we are left with a stripped down core of the human.  Life is a journey of stages, adding 

different building blocks until we reach full development.  Bussema notes that if we are to 

develop a new frame of reference for understanding development, we do need to enter the 

discussion at this end-point.   

The issue with stages, however, is that they are discontinuous, by definition.  Crises or 

significant periods of transition are presented as normal and necessary for development: stages 

are both left and entered into via adjustment periods of becoming acquainted with a new state of 

being, and integrating old knowledge with new abilities.  As is indicative of the mainly adult 

researcher perspective discussed earlier, adulthood is viewed largely as a time of arrival and 

stability rather than one of continued development.  When the idea of development is brought to 

the adult realm, the concept of mid-life crisis as necessary and inevitable is a good example of 

the confusion of descriptions of personal experiences with a normative pattern (Bussema, p. 7).  

In fact, the mid-life crisis becomes a ‗developmental excuse‘ for erratic behaviour. 

Another issue with discontinuous stage theories is their lack of applicability to explain 

the development of each individual.  Too often, variability among subjects calls into question the 
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universality of the theories‘ claims (Zabalia, 2005, p. 178).
8
  While crises of all kinds are a 

normal experience for most of us, they do not necessarily take the position of necessary and 

normative developmental milestones. 

So why do we continue to return or hang on to stage theories to describe development?  

Mounoud (1997) points out that while psychologists vehemently reject stage theories, they still 

return to ‗stages‘ as a way to come to a general characterization of a population (p. 39).
9
  Perhaps 

the answer lies in their inherent utility in describing a set demographic, despite the exceptions.  

On some level, we have a need to categorize what we know in order to understand it, including 

an understanding of ourselves.  Where an error is made however, is when the descriptions of 

each stage are used as a way to define the way in which one progresses in their growth.  An 

aspectually integrated theory such as presented here is one attempt to answer to this confusion.  

If we take a view of human development across a lifespan and work backwards, a multi-

aspectual theory of development can address growth in each aspect rather than systematically 

stripping each away as stepping stones.  A more continuous theory of development will result, 

allowing for analysis of each aspect at each chronological age (and perhaps each individual), and 

also allowing for the reframing of various ‗crises‘ as educational and developmental progress 

rather than necessary developmental bridges to the next stage. 

                                                 
8
 “Les chercheurs qui ont respecté cette exigence ont constaté que la variabilité intra-individuelle était la norme 

chez le sujet tout-venant. Étant donné les écarts potentiels de niveau opératoire entre les diverses épreuves chez un 

même sujet, il n‟est donc plus possible de parler au singulier du niveau opératoire d‟un sujet.” – Translation: ―The 

researchers who respected this constraint found that intra-individual variability was the norm with the subjects.  

Being given the potential differences in operating levels on different tests in the same subject, it is not possible to 

speak of a single level of operation in a subject.‖ 
9
 “Toutefois, l‟idée de stades si violemment  rejetée  par  la  majorité des  psychologues semble  refaire  surface et 

les concepts de différenciation, de décentration, de décontextualisation et d‟objectivation paraissent toujours 

adéquats pour caractériser les transformations générales des relations qu‟entretient l‟enfant avec le monde.” – 

Translation: ―Thus, the idea of stages is violently rejected by the majority of psychologists, yet seems to resurface 

and the concepts of differentiation, decentration, decontextualisation and objectivation always appear adequate to 

describe general transitions of relationships between the child and the world.‖ 
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 Noddings (2005) argues that education cannot be stripped down to specific items, but 

also that it is impractical to add each and every ‗area‘ of development as a subject area by 

dividing them up as we often do. 

An integrated, multi-aspectual approach is needed: Even when educators recognize that 

students are whole persons, the temptation arises to describe the whole in terms of 

collective parts and to make sure that every aspect, part, or attribute is somehow 

―covered‖ in the curriculum. Children are moral beings; therefore, we must provide 

character education programs. Children are artistically inclined; therefore, we must 

provide art classes. Children‘s physical fitness is declining; therefore, we must provide 

physical education and nutrition classes. And then we complain that the curriculum is 

overloaded! 

Although we cannot discard all the fragmented subjects in our present school system and 

start from scratch, we can and should ask all teachers to stretch their subjects to meet the 

needs and interests of the whole child. Working within the present subject-centered 

curriculum, we can ask math and science teachers as well as English and social studies 

teachers to address moral, social, emotional, and aesthetic questions with respect and 

sensitivity when they arise. (p. 12)  

The importance of realizing that children are developing along many different aspectual lines is 

identified, and the astute observation that these cannot develop in a vacuum is noted here by 

Noddings, if only from a practical standpoint.  The result is a call for a view of teaching and 

learning that realizes the interconnected nature of each of the aspects.  

 Van Brummelen also mentions both cosmonomic theory and developmental psychology 

in close quarters, almost connecting them (1988, pp. 45-46).  When discussing a model for 
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learning in Walking with GOD in the Classroom, he introduces a view of the child as involving 

each of the different dimensions identified in cosmonomic theory.  Citing Egan, he also cautions 

against ‗dumbing down‘ curriculum; that students operate at different levels of cognitive, social, 

and moral development, and that developmental stage theories are less helpful in planning 

learning than often assumed. He uses this, however, as a launching point into honouring different 

learning styles rather than making the developmental link.  He leaves behind an open door to 

bring together educational and developmental theories with cosmonomic theory.  It is this door 

that we intend to walk through.  He continues in Stepping Stones to Curriculum (2002) to use the 

modes in cosmonomic theory to describe ‗modes of knowing‘ as a tool to plan curriculum.  This 

time, he ties the modes of knowing to multiple intelligences as roughly parallel to aspects of 

reality.  Rather than connecting to development, he argues that teaching in a way that honours 

multiple intelligences is a curricular approach to ―help students develop and feel more 

comfortable with a spectrum of ways of knowing, and thus nurture them to be and become more 

versatile and resourceful disciples of Jesus Christ‖ (p. 103).  The end-point for Van Brummelen 

is practical rather than developmental.  He does ask a key question with respect to child 

development, however:  ―Do different ways of knowing develop best at different ages‖ (p. 101)? 

Applications of cosmonomic theory to various fields have thus shown that it tends to 

deepen discussion, it bridges differences between Christians and others, it is easily understood by 

many while still being comprehensive and detailed, and it is applicable especially to 

interdisciplinary fields.  It is evident that the call by reformed Christian writers and by 

developmental and educational psychologists and practitioners to develop a multi-aspectual 

theory of development can be answered. 
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Human Development according to Dooyeweerd and Kalsbeek 

 Dooyeweerd begins a formulation of his theory of development with the period of 

infancy:  

Dooyeweerd says that an infant does not even have pre-theoretical experience. The 

infant‘s experience is pre-experiential. The infant does not experience individuality 

structures in terms of the subject-object relation, and therefore he or she does not 

distinguish among things, plants, animals and people.....This infantile animism is only 

provisional, before infants develop an act-structure. (Friesen, 2008) 

The assumption that Friesen says Dooyeweerd holds is that the infant has not ‗experienced‘.  The 

understanding is that the newborn infant has a physical-chemical, biotic, and sensitive structure, 

but lacks the act-structure which is qualified by the more complex aspects.  This act-structure 

would be latent until engaged by those in relationship with the infant.  He attributes this to a 

―provisional inability to conceive subject-object relations‖ (Dooyeweerd, 1997, III, p. 33). The 

infant, therefore, would function within the aspects up to and including those held by animals, 

but not be capable yet of knowing, imagining, or willing; hence the label of infantile animism.  

Beyond infantile animism, one would begin functioning within the aspect of logic and progress 

further.  Friesen continues:  

Dooyeweerd says that the temporal order of succession of the modal aspects... correspond 

[sic] to how these functions appear in the development of a child. The modal order is the 

same time order in which these functions begin to operate in the life of a newborn baby. 

(NC II, 112-13) (2008) 

Dooyeweerd, in fact, uses sequential developmental stage theory as an ―undeniable fact... [to] 

testif[y] to the truth of our view of the order of the modal aspects of experience, as a real 
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temporal order, related to subjective duration in the genetic process‖ (1997, 112-13).  His 

structure of fifteen modal aspects now provides a roadmap by which a child develops toward 

their ‗act-structure‘.  First, one would begin to develop in the logical aspect (reason), then in the 

formative aspect (a sense of story or history), then in the lingual aspect (language), and so on up 

to the pistic aspect (faith). 

 Kalsbeek (1975) also addresses the development of the child as he describes the opening 

process of the aspects.  Linking human societal relationships and modal aspects, he uses an 

example of the emotional life of animals and men: 

The same image of the majestic mountains is etched on the retina of the animal and the 

man.  The cow, whose highest subject-function is the sensitive, uses the information its 

eyes receive to find food or avoid falling off the cliff.  The man, of course, can use the 

information for the same needs, but he is not limited to the sensitive function.  The 

human eye also sees the beauty of the mountain setting.  The cow and even a young child 

cannot perceive the beauty of the scene because their emotional lives are not open to it.... 

The infant child, however, does possess a latent possibility for such disclosure.  As the 

child grows up, the opening process takes place as he differentiates feeling into various 

kinds – logical feeling, lingual feeling, feeling for beauty, or justice, and so forth. (p. 128, 

emphasis added) 

The young child, while possessing latent possibility, he concludes, does not have access to the 

aesthetic aspect as it has not yet been opened or disclosed subjectively. 

Critique and Reformulation 

 While all of this made logical and structural sense in the context of modal theory, the 

extension to human development in this way is flawed.  In order to demonstrate this with respect 
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to Dooyeweerd‘s own understanding of the world and of human functioning, we will direct our 

attention to his and Clouser‘s treatment of ‗everyday living‘.  Dooyeweerd cautions against 

favouring theory-based functioning over everyday living and functioning.  He does this to protect 

the multi-aspectual nature of everyday life.  Theorizing is an activity in which we abstract and 

isolate a specific aspect and study it.  Everyday living and functioning is more indicative of 

activity that incorporates all of the aspects (Clouser, 1991).
10

  The difference between theory and 

everyday experience, between behaviour and functioning, is where the flaw is manifested.  

 As a science, developmental psychology looks for evidence of ability in infants and 

children.  The evidence that has formed much of its research is based on observable behaviours.  

Further, the assumption that a child must produce an observable behaviour to be ascribed the 

ability to function there is also false.  An infant can be functioning lingually when listening to 

and responding to the words of a parent.  They may not themselves be able to generate and 

vocalize the words that have been spoken to them, but they are able to recognize and respond to 

specific unique words and phrases.  In outlining a temporal progression of development in 

children in line with the increasing complexity of the fifteen modal aspects, Dooyeweerd 

undermines the multi-dimensioned functioning of the infant.   

 Kalsbeek makes a similar conclusion when describing the opening process: 

It should be clear that the physical aspect cannot bring about this opening on its own.  

Only the biotic life function makes this possible.  Therefore, Dooyeweerd speaks of 

guiding and guided functions.  The life function is then the guiding function, and the 

anticipation encountered in the physical aspect is the guided function. (p. 130) 

                                                 
10

 Clouser (1991) outlines everyday living, lower abstraction, and higher abstraction as different ways of thinking or 

functioning.  In the first, one lives in an integrated fashion, in the second she becomes aware of an aspect in context, 

and in the third she studies the aspect in isolation.  
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There is an orderliness and set sequence implied in development. 

 It is here that hypotheses based on temporal development need some modification to be 

applicable to child development.  The assumptions made when referring to human development 

do not adhere to the importance of everyday thinking and the integrated nature of multi-aspectual 

functioning.  McIntire catches this in his critique of Dooyeweerd:  

... the notion that modal order is the same as temporal order seems highly implausible. 

Assuming phenomena in reality are describable in some fashion as exhibiting biotic, 

social, ethical, and other such modal aspects, can we imagine anything coming into 

existence or starting to function in a temporal order one mode at a time? Does not 

anything in reality that exists, including infants, exist as a whole and function as a whole 

right from the start of its, and their, existence? Moreover, does the temporal order of the 

emergence of functions in an infant tell us anything about the order of the emergence of 

functions in a state or a guild or a bee colony? It would seem that Dooyeweerd, while 

consciously identifying ontological order with time order, has mistakenly done so. (1985, 

p.86)  

Rather than using modal order as a prescription for temporal order, the use of a multi-aspectual 

description of everyday living is a better match for the description of an infant‘s ability to 

function.  If we follow McIntire‘s lead, we find ourselves looking for ways in which infants 

function in each aspect rather than assuming they cannot.  We can challenge the concept that an 

infant or child‘s (or any person‘s, for that matter) ability to function within a given aspect 

necessitates the sole guiding of the next aspect in sequence.  We are reminded of the echoes each 

aspect has of all other aspects.  While the lingual aspect may be developing, it is being supported 
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and guided by all of the other aspects.   The work of Alan Leslie in the area of domain specificity 

intersects well with our investigation here:   

Our understanding of Agency is, in part, the result of domain-specific learning.  The 

nature of this domain-specific learning needs to be understood in relation to the 

organization of information processing in the infant.  As a result of adaptive evolution, 

the infant is a specialized processor of information with an architecture that (in part) 

reflects properties of the world.  On this assumption, it should be possible to establish 

links between properties of the world, processing subsystems specialized for tracking 

those properties, and domains of knowledge.  (Leslie, 1994, p. 119)  

Leslie‘s language of information processing in the infant as it pertains to the properties of the 

world and how we see and understand it resonates with aspect theories and our functioning as 

subject.  If we link our understanding of modal theory with Agency, we would describe the 

infant as a specialized processor of information (subject) with an architecture that reflects the 

aspects of the world.  It should then be possible to establish links between the properties of the 

world (object), processing subsystems for tracking those properties (our ability to function in 

each aspect), and domains of knowledge (aspects).  The way in which we view the world is the 

way in which we process it, the way we view ourselves, and is also the way we function.  

This observation cannot be taken as a mere passing note as it has implications for how the 

study of human development is undertaken.  The view of ourselves in the mirror of human 

developmental psychology reflects assumptions of who we are.  If we are capable of seeing the 

world in a multiplicity of aspects as we have already demonstrated, we are not only acting as 

subject in these domains, but as humans, we are also acting as object.  If we extend Leslie‘s 

assumption, we should be able to establish links from information processing in the infant to 
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aspects and properties of the world.  If we study ourselves merely as physical-biotic beings, our 

findings will demonstrate and support those hypotheses, as is often the case in physiological 

psychology if, as an area of study, it refuses to acknowledge other modes of being. 

This disconnect of subject-object relations in psychological studies is brought to light by 

Reddy and Trevarthan (2004).  We have been guilty of studying infants with the assumption that 

they are able to function only as late as the biotic (and perhaps the sensitive) aspects.  In 

applying research methods that are based on observation of these types of behaviours, our 

hypotheses have been self-fulfilling.  When engaging with the emotions of infants within the 

design of our research, the results are different: 

[It is impossible to miss emotion unless] you refuse to engage in the chat [with the infant] 

and insist that the only accurate source of data is from detachment and an unemotional 

analysis, counting responses to a controlled regime of stimuli. Our point here is that 

emotional acts need emotional perception and one cannot do this easily without 

emotional engagement. Refusal to accept was precisely the response from a male-

dominated experimental developmental psychology to the claim that infants not yet three 

months old can have ‗conversations‘ in which they take turns, show signs of pre-speech 

and respond to and invite others‘ expressions of emotion. The pre-fix [sic] ‗pseudo‘ was 

offered instead of ‗proto‘ to qualify these infant-mother engagements.... At the heart of 

all of these challenges was (and still is) a belief that infants may begin life perceiving the 

physical world and appreciating a naïve physics, but only very late in life become able to 

imagine or construct an understanding of the psychological world. (p. 5) 

If we assume that emotional engagement (functioning in the social aspect) is possible only with 

the sequential guiding of the economic aspect following and the preceding historical, lingual, and 
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sensitive, we would need to conclude that it is only appropriate to investigate later in life.  It 

would be odd, of course, to suggest that social functioning does not occur until after attaining use 

of a language.  If we interact verbally with an infant and watch their responses, assuming their 

ability to function in all aspects, we can quickly come to observe (even anecdotally) that social 

and lingual functioning develop simultaneously; each actually supports the other. 

Development: A Question of Depth  

 

 What remains is the task of accounting for the process of development.  People grow and 

develop over a lifetime, continuing to change from birth until death.  The infant may be able to 

function within each aspect but is obviously not able to do the same things that a child, 

adolescent, or adult can.  Accepting a theory in which infants can function in each aspect is a 

repudiation of many popular theories of development as discussed in the first chapter.  One must 

approach a program of education differently if the more complex aspects are considered ‗in play‘ 

at all stages of development.  No longer may a school (or parent, or church, or community) be 

allowed to declare a specific realm of functioning or aspect developmentally inappropriate for a 

specific age.  The study of developmental processes, then, changes to become an analysis of 

depth of function rather than one of breadth.  Such study also changes from a sequential analysis 

of function to a multi-layered analysis of function.  While functioning in one aspect may 

complement functioning in another, one does not need to precede another.  For instance, 

attaining a minimum level of lingual functioning is not necessary for pistic or aesthetic 

functioning to occur.  

 Clouser (1991) provides some clues as to how to approach development when he 

identifies different levels of thinking in modal theory.  He identifies everyday thinking as more 

important than the higher abstract thinking that comes with detailed study.  In everyday thought, 
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we are most likely to experience true integration of aspects, often without needing to be 

intentional.  When we become aware of different aspects and take notice of one or two in 

particular in context, Clouser refers to it as ‗lower abstraction‘:  We see something specific about 

the aesthetic or economic nature of something, but continue to view it in its integrated context.  

Finally, we can move to ‗higher abstraction‘, where we attempt to isolate an aspect to study it.  

This occurs in the special sciences associated with a specific aspect.  For instance, when studying 

mathematics, we attempt to look at a problem from a purely numerical standpoint; the situation is 

similar when we study areas of business (economic), history (formative), biology (biotic), or 

physics (physical).  After studying at a higher level of abstraction however, we should return to 

the realization that the aspect is tied to the others, even though we isolate it for a time.  When this 

return is omitted, an error of ontological reduction (―reductionism‖) occurs.  

 Children do not use higher abstraction as they encounter the world, as they have not yet 

categorized the world into separate levels or abstract categories.  As they grow, they begin to be 

able to distinguish specific aspects within context.  They are taught they can count almost 

everything.  They are taught that they can name almost everything.  They learn that the world is 

beautiful, and to look for and enjoy what it has to offer.  They learn early on that there are 

limited quantities of things, and that there are trade-offs so that when we want something, we 

may not necessarily be able to get another.  They may be taught to pray to a higher being who is 

in control and takes care of the world and them.  They are taught that it is wrong to do certain 

things, and that reconciliation must be sought when they have wronged someone.  It is important 

to note that we don‘t wait to teach ethics or morals until after the child has developed a mastery 

of the preceding aspects.  A solid ability to reason may help to assist a child through the process 

of reconciliation, but is not necessary to develop before introducing morality.  The awareness of 
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morality needs to develop along with and complementary to reason as they are intertwined.  Each 

aspect, while being irreducible to the others, contains echoes of all other aspects.   

 The life-long path of development is better thought of as an increased understanding of 

and knowledge in each of the aspects.   We develop the ability to separate and explore but also to 

integrate aspects.  As we gain knowledge and experience in an aspect, we are able to deepen our 

understanding of it and others.  Breadth is not compromised unless we choose not to develop 

each aspect along with the others.  

 If we equate Clouser‘s concepts of abstraction with those of Piaget‘s we seem to have 

returned to a theory of development progressing from concrete to formal (abstract) operations.  

This is partly correct, with some important qualifiers.  First, Piaget viewed infancy as being 

restricted to sensorimotor functioning.  While this is what he may have observed, it does not 

acknowledge the growing research that finds interaction and more complex processing occurring 

very early on.  From his observations, Piaget certainly judged infants to be non-functioning in a 

more broad modal sense.  Since he believed that infants can only generate movements via reflex 

and eventually through habit, he assumed they would not be capable of logic or of being 

aesthetically aware. We have come to know that infants are capable of much more than simple 

reflex.  Using modal theory, we are able to better frame and describe infant and child functioning 

in each aspect.  Second, while Piaget has had much critique, it is the over-application and mis-

interpretation of his theories that has caused more damage.  Piaget‘s identification of the stage of 

concrete operations has been the basis by which more complex aspects have been determined to 

be developmentally inappropriate.  While child development includes increasing abstraction in 

their ability to recognize and study certain apsects, it does not preclude specific aspects from 

their experience or functioning.  It further integrates them, in fact.  Without the progression to 
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higher abstraction, developing children do not yet isolate specific aspects from others, 

experiencing the richness of fully integrated aspects.  The observation that children may not see 

justice as a concept separate from others (i.e. higher abstraction) does not prevent them from 

understanding it as an integrated part of everyday life, regardless of the level of complexity we 

ascribe to it. 

Statement of Cosmonomic Diversity (Polycultural) Theory of Human Development 

 In review, to be human is to be able to function as subject in all fifteen modal aspects, 

regardless of age.  This humanity or identity is rooted in an image-bearing relationship to the 

Creator.  Development does not increase from aspect to aspect in temporal (sequential) 

complexity, but is multi-aspectual and integrated.  Human development occurs in each aspect 

simultaneously as experience and knowledge of each increase.  The development of functioning 

in each aspect has the capacity to increase and enhance the development of functioning in others.  

As people grow and develop, their ability to function in each aspect deepens and becomes more 

complex.  This complexity increases as the ability to isolate each aspect from the others 

increases.  Ignoring a specific aspect may have negative effects on the development of 

functioning in another.  Attention to functioning in one aspect above all others or the exclusion 

of an aspect from development is an error of reductionism.  This reductionism is countered by 

the re-integration and interaction between aspects. 
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Chapter 4 
 We will now turn our focus to current models of education that use a multi-aspectual 

approach to better formulate and describe a ‗polycultural‘ theory of development.  The 

application and implications of this theory will also be investigated. A mental picture or 

metaphor will be proposed and examined with the hope that ‗seeing‘ the application to education 

will prove helpful. Finally, suggestions for further investigation will be offered. 

Holistic Education 

 Initially, the proposal of using a polycultural theory in understanding development and its 

application to education looks very similar to holistic education.  While holistic education is not 

a uniform field and it has many different contributors, philosophies, and manifestations in 

practice, there are some unifying ideas and popularly held concepts by which it can be defined.  

Ron Miller, a leading theorist in the American holistic education movement, states that:  

holistic education is an effort to cultivate the development of the whole human being. 

Where conventional schooling views the child as a passive receiver of information and 

rules, or at most as a computer-like processor of information, a holistic approach 

recognizes that to become a full person, a growing child needs to develop—in addition to 

intellectual skills—physical, psychological, emotional, interpersonal, moral and spiritual 

potentials. (2007, p. 1)  

Various aspects of the individual are acknowledged in concert with physical activity, 

imagination, emotions, and ―implicit connections to their physical and social (and spiritual) 

environments‖ (1990, p. 157).  As a corrective movement, holistic education in some of its forms 

attempts to emphasize the spiritual and relational aspects of life over the rational and material.  

Miller defines holistic education as post-industrialist as it attempts to shed the reliance of 
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education on empiricism, industrialism, and nationalism (1990, p. 157).  In many ways, it is a 

quasi-political movement as it attempts to buck the sentimental stereotype with which it has been 

labeled as well as to re-define the purpose of schooling. Holistic education emphasizes the 

development of each individual‘s unique and characteristic potentials, not the preservation of 

cultural belief systems and social institutions.  In direct opposition to the nationalistic ‗social 

efficiency‘ orientation of American education, holistic educators insist that human development 

must be served before the economic and political goals of those in power (Miller, 1990, p. 156). 

Holistic education, according to Miller, is a political battle against the view that the purpose of 

schooling is the welfare of the state.  

 Mary Catherine Daly, in her book Developing the Whole Child, analyzes the history and 

application of holistic perspectives on child development, and refers to Maslow‘s hierarchy of 

needs as ―the conceptual framework with which to consider emotional, social, moral, and 

spiritual development‖ (2004, p. 253).  As Daly steps through each of Maslow‘s identified needs 

(physiological, safety, belongingness, esteem, cognitive, aesthetic, and self-actualization), she 

identifies each as important elements in the education of the child.  The negative result of not 

addressing each of these needs is also identified.  As Maslow does, Daly asserts that if the early 

needs are not met, we cannot expect a child to fully develop their potential.  Growth motivation 

needs (such as cognitive, aesthetic, and self-actualization) become stronger as they are 

nourished, unlike the lower deficit needs which decline once partially met.  For instance, when a 

child‘s need to feel safe is met, it no longer exerts influence as a need.  The higher needs will 

actually increase as they are filled; a child will hunger for more.  However, to get to the stage of 

self-actualization, children must first have gratified to some degree the needs lower in the 

hierarchy (p. 272).  It is Daly‘s project to encourage holistic education which will acknowledge 
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all of a child‘s needs rather than only the cognitive aspects.  The lower needs are a necessary pre-

cursor to the cognitive and it cannot be assumed that they are met. 

Both Daly and Miller attempt to re-introduce ignored aspects of development as pertinent 

and important for education.  The need to include aesthetic, moral, and spiritual aspects in 

education resonates with the polycultural proposal.  Both also acknowledge the integrated 

relationship of these aspects to the rational and lingual aspects commonly emphasized in 

traditional schooling.  There are some subtle differences, however.  Beginning with Daly and 

Maslow, the structure of a hierarchy denies the notion of fully integrated development beginning 

from birth or earlier.  A hierarchical structure, by definition, places some levels of development 

above others.  It also sets up a progression of development not unlike the progression followed 

by current school systems and critiqued by Egan (2002).  One of the weaknesses of Maslow‘s 

hierarchy is that it fails to address situations where people do continue to develop at more 

advanced levels despite not having their ‗lower‘ needs met.  Outside the context of a discussion 

of development, Basden comments on this reductionism in Maslow:  

Inter-aspect dependency is reminiscent of Maslow‘s famous dependency pyramid, but 

does not possess the element of reductionism that that does. While (popular 

(mis)understanding of) Maslow claims that a person cannot appreciate beauty while 

hungry, Dooyeweerd expressly claims that we can because the aspects are irreducible to 

each other and we function in all of them together. (Basden, n.d.c) 

Positively, though, Daly turns the Dooyeweerdian temporal progression of aspects on its head, 

arguing for development of the emotional, social, moral, and spiritual in the early years, as a 

precursor and necessary environment for other learning.  To put words in her mouth, she would 

change Dooyeweerd‘s assertion that to function well in any aspect depends on good functioning 
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in all previous aspects and assert that ―to function well in any aspect depends on good 

functioning in all later aspects.‖  Daly‘s approach, however, is a reversal, not a correction.  One 

can function in all aspects, and the development or lack thereof in any aspect will enrich or 

hinder functioning in all other aspects.
11

  In fact, since each of the aspects informs and contains 

echoes of the others, it becomes crucial that development occur in each simultaneously, rather 

than in a particular aspect prior to the others.  Our need to identify specific aspects as more 

important or relevant than others in any context undermines their relevance and results in a form 

of reductionism or idolatry. 

 Miller‘s concept of holistic education is essentially a humanistic education; one that 

expresses hope in human potential.  Ironically, it is the potential of the individual that is 

emphasized, and children are not viewed as persons, but ‗becoming persons‘.  The focus is on 

the self as developing, not on the ‗self already‘.  The movement speaks of respect and 

relationship, of the possibility and potential of what lies inherent in a child, but continues to hold 

a view of the child as incomplete.  Capacity is acknowledged, but value as a person is still 

limited.  A reformed Christian insistence that our selfhood is expressed in a totality of all 

functions in all aspects as an expression of the Creator‘s image challenges this limited view of 

the child.  Limited development within any of the aspects does not reduce access to full identity.  

As stated earlier, rather than being self-determinate (as Miller would assert in the process of 

education and development), people find their identity in their already existing relationship to the 

Creator whom they image. 

                                                 
11

 I recall my university choir director telling those in our singing group that studying music more and more and 

more would eventually hinder their musicality.  ―Go to the gym!  Work out!  Play some road hockey!‖ was his 

frustrated advice to a particularly focussed organ student.  The lack of development with respect to physical 

movement and play was hindering his ability to progress and to master Buxtehude on the pipe organ. 
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 Parker Palmer addresses this relatedness when naming the limited capacity of reason and 

our empirical senses as a path to knowledge.  He draws on E. F. Schumacher‘s explanation of 

concept of adaequatio
12

 – the understanding of the knower must be adequate to the thing to be 

known.  Palmer challenges the notion that the world can only be known empirically and 

logically, asserting that since we have the capacities of intuition, empathy, emotion, and faith 

they should be employed in experiencing the world (1983, p. 51).  The study of human 

development is a perfect example in that ―We ourselves are part of the reality we wish to know: 

does the multiplicity of our modes of knowing suggest a similar multiplicity in the nature of that 

reality‖ (p. 52)? 

The Christian understanding of adaequatio goes beyond sensation and rationality to the 

reality of the whole person.  The first step in that direction is taken by Schumacher: ―The 

answer to the question ―What are man‟s instruments by which he knows the world outside 

him?‖ is ... quite inescapably this:  ―Everything he has got‖ – his living body, his mind, 

his self-aware Spirit... It may even be misleading to say that man has many instruments of 

cognition, since, in fact, the whole man is one instrument.... The great truth of adaequatio 

teaches us that restriction in the use of instruments of cognition has the inevitable effect 

of narrowing and impoverishing reality.‖ (p. 52)  

Ultimately, Palmer concludes, we find a self whose nature is not simply to know, but to know in 

relationship, as a means to relationship.  ―As our relatedness is called out, we find ourselves 

knowing reality more deeply and roundly than the [simple] observer ever can‖ (p. 53).  Palmer 

rightly extends this relationship and community beyond person to person interaction to include 

creation and the Creator. ―We are also in community with the material world, with plants and 

                                                 
12

 Palmer uses Schumacher‘s treatment of this concept  in A Guide for the Perplexed (1978) who has drawn on the 

earlier use by Aquinas (De Veritate 1,2). 
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animals, with God.  Our human nature links us up and down that ‗great chain of being,‘ with the 

divine in whose image we were created and with the earth through which that creation arose‖ (p. 

57).  In a transformative extension, the limiting concept of adaequatio, (mis)interpreted as a 

measure of worth and capacity to learn, becomes a gift of capacity simply as a result of being 

created.  In our very being exists the capacity to know, right from the beginning of our 

relationship to the one who formed us.  This vision of the whole person does not place one 

aspectual capacity to function over and above any other.  To be human includes our capacity to 

function in all aspects. 

A Polycultural Extension of the Garden of Delight 

 David Smith writes and speaks frequently about the garden metaphor used by Comenius: 

The metaphor is used to describe both schools and individuals as ‗gardens of delight‘: 

human beings are seen both as placed in a garden of delight and as themselves being a 

garden of delight, Comenius goes on to figure both the learner and the educational 

institution as called to be ‗gardens of delight‘ – the learner, like the first humans in 

paradise, is not only to inhabit a garden of delight in the guise of the justly ordered 

classroom, but also to be a garden of delight insofar as he or she grows in erudition, 

virtue and piety through learning. (2007, p. 5, emphasis added)  

While there is a risk of using the metaphor of the garden too many times, the extent to which it 

presents a helpful picture for understanding our Christian framework of human development and 

education begs investigation.  Drawing further on Smith‘s rationale, the metaphor of garden 

works well in this context as it tends away from a technical method and toward an 

alternative metaphor that promise[s] a more adequate map of the pedagogic landscape. A 

prominent emerging candidate pictures the... classroom as an ecology, that is, a complex 
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environment in which a very wide range of factors interact with one another to bring 

about particular local patterns. (2007, p. 17) 

Launching from this example of the classroom (and perhaps any context of education or 

development), it is primarily the concept of humans as gardens that will be explored – 

themselves being ecologically complex environments in which many aspects interact.  As has 

been argued, the faculties of the learner will match that which is to be learned and the ways in 

which we learn them. 

 Thus, the reader is invited to envision the developing and learning individual as a garden 

– a polyculture with different plants representing each of the different aspects (see Appendix B). 

 The garden is a place where growth occurs.  Without soil, seeds blow away, do not have 

nutrients to feed them, and do not have a place to anchor their roots, or to protect their means of 

sustenance.  Likewise, the soil is simply dirt without the seed.  Neither soil nor seed is a garden 

on its own, but are enkaptically joined, as are body and spirit.  Just as the gardener (God) plants 

the seeds (spirit) in soil (body), the individual receives life and meaning from the intentions of 

the gardener.  This relationship between gardener and crop is the central point of identity, and 

because of the care exercised by the gardener, the garden is able to flourish in diversity.  Once 

planted, the garden can begin to grow, unlike the stones, fence or other objects in the garden; the 

seed can begin to act and respond to the design and place in which it is planted by the gardener.  

The Creator gives life and patiently
13

 allows space and time for it to grow as planned and 

imagined. 

 At first, the garden appears to be a monoculture.  Seedlings appear with little to 

differentiate them from one another.  Small shoots poke their heads toward the sun unique only 

                                                 
13

 For a wonderful description of the patience of God, consult Muers (2001), ―Silence and the Patience of God‖.  In 

her description of God‘s act of creation, she ―specifies God‘s love as the will to give time to the beloved, and in that 

giving of time, to continue in love. Patience is the giving of time.‖ 
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perhaps with respect to the shade of green or initial shape they take as they begin their journey of 

growth.  Although each of the plant varieties or species will take on different characteristics in 

the early stages of growth, the garden is experienced as an integrated grouping of plants – all 

needing care and tending.  Dependent on the climate, some seeds sprout more quickly and easily 

while others take their time to mature and build a root system.  The error would be to assume that 

growth is not happening in these varieties, and that they have no bearing on the rest of the 

garden.  Their development, however, is crucial to the diversity of the garden, and to dismiss 

them as irrelevant would be detrimental in the long run.  They, like the rest of the plants in the 

garden, need to be tended, cared for, and nurtured.  Even at this early stage, the garden is multi-

aspectual despite the possible assumptions of those who only look at it. 

 As the garden grows, different plant varieties represent themselves in various ways.  The 

garden exhibits increasing variety.  Some plants flower and bear fruit early; some climb; others 

shoot their stems higher and higher, building a stalk strong enough to hold the fruit they will later 

bear.  Each plant variety takes on new meaning and individuality as it exhibits specific 

characteristics.  Stepping back from the garden to view it as a whole, one gains a sense of 

integration as each plant provides something of value to the rest of the garden.  While different 

care must be given to varying plant types, elevating the value of one plant over another negates 

the value of the garden as a whole.  As with the development of different aspects in each person, 

the experience of integrated everyday life provides meaning and balance.  Each of the aspects 

finds greater value as it is supported by the growth of others.  If allowed to develop at the 

expense of other plants, the garden runs the risk of becoming a mono-culture. 
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Image 4-1, Image 4-2
14

 

The gardener plants each variety in the soil, contributing to the completeness of the garden as it 

is planted, develops, and matures.  The resulting image of this garden is not that of a single 

variety field, but a diverse polyculture.   An image of plants growing in a spiral weaving in and 

through one another shows the potential for inter-aspectual influence and support while also 

presenting a picture of a larger thing of beauty.
15

  In broken and incomplete forms, the garden 

may be tended so as to increase only a few varieties while the others are left without cultivation 

or attention.  In these cases, diversity is sacrificed, and the garden as a whole suffers.  Without 

diversity, the harvest becomes incomplete, beauty is lost, disease spreads more easily, and the 

soil is not fed with the nutrients it needs for another season of growth.  In a polyculture, the 

aspects not only co-exist but support and influence one another, contributing to the health of the 

entire project.  Contrasted with a multicultural model, polycultural aspects are linked in 

                                                 
14

 Images Copyright Dr Charles Nelson and Kate Jewell (left to right). These works are licensed under the Creative 

Commons Attribution-Share Alike 2.0 Generic License. 
15

 Some readers may feel a resonance with the fractal garden presented by Young in the popular novel The Shack. 

The correlation is coincidental, but if the image helps, it does have use insofar as it can support the multi-aspectual 

and integrated theme behind the metaphor. 
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relationship.  In the interest of preserving the metaphor as it applies to diversity among 

individuals, it is perhaps valid to point out that no two gardens will be the same, and that indeed 

some will exhibit more hospitable conditions for various plant varieties.  However, it is in each 

individual that the need is great to tend also to the weaker aspects while celebrating the ease of 

growth in others in all stages of development for the sake of internal integrity and diversity.
16

 

Application of an Understanding of the Polycultural Garden 

 The acknowledgement of all aspects as relevant in the development of infants, children, 

and adults necessitates that we will treat ‗growing up‘, and indeed ‗living and experiencing life‘, 

differently than has been done.  Assuming that the idea of human development is not limited 

simply to the childhood years, but is continuous from birth to death, our view of the relevance of 

all aspects and functioning in and developing all aspects becomes pertinent to all ages.  

 Returning to the beginning of this paper and the point that limitation and stage theories 

do not do justice to children, we can start by asking questions of our culture with respect to the 

extent that it has ignored the more complex aspects in infant and child development.  Having 

discounted childrens‘ ability to function in diverse aspects because adults require evidence that is 

comprehensible on adult terms, needs to be acknowledged, and forgiveness needs to be sought 

for healing and restoration to begin.  We can then move forward in respect for childrens‘ abilities 

and their processes of development and learning. 

 Acknowledging the ability of infants and young children to function in a wider range of 

modalities than previously believed is the starting point for a cultural change in the practice of 

parenting, care-giving, relationships, and education.  ―If I insist that my students are inspirited 

                                                 
16

 I‘m reminded of our neighbour‘s backyard garden that they grew and tended with their children.  The purpose of 

the garden was not to provide them with food for the winter, but to grow all the elements needed for a great 

spaghetti sauce.  They planted onions, various types of tomatoes and peppers, zuchinni, and a collection of herbs.  

Each had different purposes, but was important for the final product.  Their growth and final application emphasized 

the importance of every ingredient as they contributed and enhanced one another, and were integrated into a final 

culinary experience. 
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creatures, does that starting point only affect my quota of kindness, or does it reach deeper into 

the processes of my classroom and change my actual approaches to teaching‖ (Smith, 2009, p. 

6)?  Smith continues:  

I suggest that our responsibility as Christian teachers is to find the courage and the insight 

needed to live not as those who add devotional decorations to otherwise unmodified 

teaching processes, but as those who design teaching out of a vision of learners that 

combines theological depth and spiritual engagement. (p. 11)  

This approach needs to be applied to parenting and care-giving approaches as well, encouraging 

a realization of a broad level of functioning in infants.  This is not to confuse and misunderstand 

an inappropriate depth of functioning in infants, but to spur us to respect (and also to incite us to 

further study) the level and depth to which children function in each aspect.  The church as well 

as Christian educational institutions and initiatives have been models in some senses here.  In a 

drive to deliver an education that is informed by faith, and to teach about and to live their faith, 

the pistic aspect is acknowledged from an early age.
17

   Further vigilance and awareness of 

diversity is needed, however, as these initiatives are also imperfect.  Faith is often confused as 

solely an issue of morality or justice or ethics (to the detriment of each of these aspects); the 

aesthetic aspect is often overlooked or misunderstood; and the lingual and rational aspects are 

often overemphasized. 

Moving more intentionally into a culture of respect for multi-aspectual functioning in 

children, there are a number of ways in which educators can influence their teaching to realize 

the model of a polycultural garden.  When planning or teaching a specific unit, a teacher can 

                                                 
17

 ―Nurturing Faith‖, a blog dedicated to continuing the conversation and study of how to encourage (Christian) 

faith development in children, is one example of this drive.  Beerends, D. (n.d.). Nurturing Faith. Nurturing Faith. 

Retrieved March 12, 2010, from http://nurturingfaith.wordpress.com/.  
 

http://nurturingfaith.wordpress.com/
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utilize a simple checklist of aspects as a way to make sure they are acknowledging each of them.  

Developing a list of essential questions for each unit that are based on each of the aspects as a 

guide would allow for exploration in each.  At first, a list of 15 aspects seems extensive, but once 

it is used, it can become an effective tool to uncover the richness and complexity of a specific 

subject.  In their collegial relationships, fellow teachers can become resources to one another 

based on their area of expertise, encouraging integration within subject areas and identifying 

opportunities for cross-curricular engagement and exploration.  For two examples of planning 

tools, see Appendix C (individual teacher) and D (whole school).   

In further study and research, it would be beneficial to investigate the level and depth of 

functioning in each aspect at different ages, as well as to continue to probe pedagogical 

opportunities to effectively ‗tend‘ to these developing aspects in children.  A traditionally 

Western approach to development which devalues children (except perhaps in the apparent 

valuation when referring to the need to invest in the future) and which champions reason and 

empirical understandings of the world, would do well to study cultures where children are 

honoured for their abilities and wisdom, and cultures or approaches that honour intuition, 

empathy, emotion, and faith as appropriate tools of investigation and experience. The advice of 

Catherine Scott to stop taking the typical educational psychology text‘s approach at treating 

children as ―some sort of obstacle course that has to be negotiated during the process of getting 

through the teaching year, as things to which teaching is done...even [if] well meaning and 

caring‖ (2007, p.12), is a good starting point. 

 It would be interesting to investigate the effect a new understanding of the breadth of 

functioning in children would have when considering those students not ‗fitted‘ to traditional  

school environments.  Would the early acknowledgement of ability to function more broadly 
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provide a respect and motivator to children for whom traditional education has missed the mark?  

Similarly, since schools approach success differently than everyday life and investigate via 

higher abstraction, could a polycultural approach meet struggling students in the same way 

multiple intelligences and differentiated learning are attempting to do?  

 Perhaps the direction of the delivery of education can change at times as well.  The 

realization that children are often better at integrating various aspects of experience is 

informative for those in higher levels of education.  Taking time to step back and realize that 

each aspect is integrally associated with and informed by the others is important to escape the 

tendency to idolize any one or group of aspects.  What can the teacher learn from their students‘ 

understanding of the material they themselves have apparently mastered?  In a relationship of 

respect, the teacher has much to learn from the perspective of their students.   For instance, a 

teacher may be embroiled in teaching the distinction between computer software as ‗server-side‘ 

applications or ‗client-side‘ applications when a simple ‗everyday‘ question arises from a student 

questioning why their music download software seems to fit both classifications.  The application of 

technical knowledge to their social, musical, and leisure life opens up the appreciation of how 

software is used, and that it isn‘t always simply classified.  In a more generic example, the questions 

―What does this have to do with me?‖ or ―When would we ever see this?‖ give the teacher pause to 

consider that highly specialized knowledge may actually have a more diverse life outside of the 

theoretical analysis in the classroom.  The teacher would do well to consider the student‘s ability to 

ground their new knowledge in everyday, less abstract terms in ways that they themselves may often 

forget. 

As mentioned earlier, cosmonomic theory has shown that it tends to deepen discussion, 

bridges differences between Christians and others, is easily understood by many while still being 

comprehensive and detailed, and it is applicable especially to interdisciplinary fields.  There is 
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much fruit to be harvested in the application of a polycultural theory of human development in 

the field of education, honouring the scope of abilities in children rather than identifying 

inabilities.  Perhaps „polyculturally appropriate‟ can be educational psychology‘s new ‗buzz 

word‘. 
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Appendix A – Dooyeweerd’s Aspects
18

 
 

Aspect Kernel  

Arithmetic Discrete quantity  

Spatial Continuous extension or space 

Kinematic Movement 

Physical Energy, matter, and forces 

Biotic Life,vitality and organisms 

Sensitive Sensing, feeling, emotion 

Logical Distinction, conceptualization 

Historical Formative power and shaping, culture 

Lingual Symbolic representation  

Social Sociality, relationships 

Economic Frugality and management of resources 

Aesthetic Harmony, suprise, fun, play 

Juridical What is due, responsibilities and rights 

Moral Love (self-giving), generosity 

Pistic Faith and vision, aspiration and belief 
 

                                                 
18

 From A.Basden‘s ―The Dooyeweerd Pages‖  http://www.dooy.salford.ac.uk/summary.html#2d 
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Appendix B – A Polycultural Garden:  Cosmonomic 

Diversity in Human Development  
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Appendix C –Teacher worksheet for Unit Planning 
 

While planning a unit of study, a simple checklist can be used to help formulate lessons and 

activities that will touch on each of the aspects.  A blank has been provided, as well as a 

completed sample for a unit on marketing for an Introduction to Business course for high school, 

and a social studies unit for Grade 1 students. 

 

This checklist can be used simply to ensure that each aspect is being addressed, or as a complete 

organizational tool to classify each activity within a unit. 

Check the number of times the aspect surfaces as a major focus in a particular unit. 

 

Grade level and subject:         

 

Unit:            

 

Check Aspect Activity, lesson, or question 

 Arithmetic  

 Spatial  

 Kinematic  

 Physical  

 Biotic  

 Sensitive  

 Logical  

 Historical  

 Lingual  

 Social  

 Economic  

 Aesthetic  

 Juridical  

 Moral  

 Pistic  
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Grade level and subject: Grade 10 Business     

Unit:    Introduction to Marketing     

 

Check Aspect Activity, lesson, or question 
 Arithmetic Identify repetition in advertising and theories of 

memory.  How many times to repeat and 

remember?  How many items can a person 

remember? 

 Spatial Investigate optimal space use in magazine 

advertising (including placement).  Analyze 

different placement of distribution channels and 

‗reach‘ for a wholesale business. 

 Kinematic What does motion do for an ad?  How much 

motion is too much?  How has motion been used 

with the introduction of screens in most 

restaurants? 

 Physical What does a business need to consider in moving 

product from one place to another? 

 Biotic What specific needs are there for marketing of 

living things (plants, animals)? 

 Sensitive What do people experience when they read an ad, 

or watch a commercial?  How is and can humour 

or shock value be used? 

 Logical Does it make sense to market during the Super 

Bowl?  Which products do, and why? 

 Historical How is story used as an effective marketing tool? 

 Lingual What words and slogans have been used in 

advertising to sell?  Can you generate an effective 

slogan for x? 

 Social As a sales force attempts to market a product, 

what tactics are available to them?  How do you 

expect to be treated by a salesperson?  Why?  

How can a business continue a relationship with 

its customers? 

 Economic How much advertising is enough, and how much 

is too much?  Is advertising a wise use of money? 

 Aesthetic What is your product promoting?  Is there 

something beautiful about what a business has to 

offer? 

 Juridical Does the production and distribution of a product 

unfairly pay a specific person?   

 Moral Is there a way in which a product adds value to a 

person‘s experience of life?  Or does it simply 

claim to? 

 Pistic Can someone really believe in a product? 
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Grade level and subject: Grade 1 Social Studies/Science  

Unit:   Water        

 

Check Aspect Activity, lesson, or question 
 Arithmetic Count the number of times you turn on the tap at 

home in one day.  How much water does your 

family use? 

 Spatial Investigate how much water is in a river, or a 

pond.  What is the size and volume of Georgian 

Bay as compared to Lake Winnipeg? 

 Kinematic What does water do when it moves?  What can it 

do?  Waves, dams, waterfalls and hydro-electric 

power. 

 Physical How heavy is water?  What shape does it take, 

and can it change its state? 

 Biotic What lives in the water?  What is the smallest and 

largest thing to live in water? 

 Sensitive How does water make us feel?  Can it make us 

happy?  Sad?  Afraid? 

 Logical What would happen if water could be brought to 

the desert?  How could we do this? 

 Historical Are their stories about water?  How has water 

shaped the city you live in?  How about countries 

that we know about? 

 Lingual What are the different names for water?  How 

many different names can you come up with? 

 Social When does water help us to celebrate or work 

together?  Are their times when water makes us 

fight and disagree? 

 Economic What if we run out of water?  Is there enough for 

us?  Are there places where this is not enough?  

What do they do?  What do we need to do? 

 Aesthetic How is water used for fun?  Do kids and adults 

have different activities in the water? 

 Juridical Who should have the water that is in lakes in a 

country?  What if another country does not have 

enough?   

 Moral Some places have only polluted water.  What can 

be done?  Is this something that can be fixed?  

What can we do for places that don‘t have enough 

water? 

 Pistic How is water used in churches or places of 

worship? 
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Appendix D – Whole School Planning for Diversity 
 

If a whole school chooses to adopt an approach that identifies functioning in each of the aspects, 

different teachers can take on the task of becoming the expert in specific areas.  This works well, 

as the abstraction of each aspect is made manifest in traditional subject areas.  It also encourages 

inter-departmental dialogue as teachers attempt to uncover various non-traditional aspects in 

their curricular area.  If specific teachers can claim a proficiency in a specific discipline, their 

motivation for offering advice will also be productive. 

 

Aspect Department or Teacher 

Arithmetic Mathematics 

Spatial Mathematics 

Kinematic Physical Education  

Physical Physics/science 

Biotic Biology/science 

Sensitive Guidance/Family Studies 

Logical Math /Planning 

Historical History 

Lingual English/Languages 

Social Geography  

Economic Business 

Aesthetic Arts 

Juridical History/Law 

Moral Ethics/Religion 

Pistic Religion 
 

Initial staff conferences can be set up to discuss the practicality of introducing lessons or ideas 

that involve each of the above aspects for a specific class.  Once the structure has been 

introduced and individual teachers have been named as ‗experts‘, other modes or forms of 

communication can take over, whereby teachers who are attempting to encourage their students 

in their development of a particular function can simply approach (or call, email, or post a 

question, etc.) others for ideas.  For example, the art teacher and mathematics teacher could meet 

to exchange ideas of how to make the lesson on fractions more fun or visually appealing, and 

how to incorporate numeracy and calculation into art class. 
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