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Abstract 

The author, a psychology instructor at an American university, describes 
the internationalization of his course in Human Growth and Development. 
The author argues that human development cannot be easily summarized 
by nature (i.e., biological and evolutionary predisposition) or nurture (i.e., 
learning through environment and experience). Development must be seen 
as a combination of both, and this makes the internationalization of 
courses in human development necessary. The internationalization of the 
course in question is set up with respect to cultural differences in 
individualism and collectivism. In each internationalization activity, 
students are asked to compare and contrast mainstream scientific rituals 
and practices in development, which is consonant with traditional human 
development textbooks, with indigenous rituals and practices, which are 
often left out of textbooks. The author provides detailed examples of how 
this process was carried out, what the objectives were and how they were 
assessed, as well as describes some of the problems he faced in doing so. 

 
Keywords: internationalization, individualism, collectivism, 

developmental psychology, teaching psychology 
 
In this article, the author describes the method for and reasoning 

behind internationalizing a Human Growth and Development course. At 
the author’s university, Human Growth and Development is a prerequisite 
for the popular nursing major, which makes it a well-attended course. 

 
The Nature vs. Nurture Debate 

A common debate in psychology aims to establish which factor is 
the most important for human development. This is colloquially known as 
the Nature/Nurture debate, terms were perhaps chosen more for their 
similarity in sound than for the purposes of description. Consequently, the 
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two are often confused. The same factors could be named more 
specifically, such as Biology vs. Experience, or Genotype vs. Phenotype. 

If human development is a product of genetics and heredity (i.e., 
development is determined by Nature), then we would not attach any 
importance to the role played by culture. Consequently, cultures would 
vary only as far as the people representing them varied genetically. Such 
international differences could be examined in a laboratory or by a 
microscope. But the impact of culture goes much deeper than this. 

 
Nature 

Many psychologists understand human development to be a natural 
process—no different from the growth of a tree in the forest or fish in the 
ocean. These psychologists describe human behavior, intelligence, 
personality, and so forth as products of genetics, heredity, and reflex—
factors as easy to control as the ocean tide. Famous examples of 
evolutionary scientists who have influenced psychology include Charles 
Darwin and Francis Galton. Using genetics to explain developmental 
processes makes of psychology an experimental science. 

At conception, the cells of an organism (zygote) begin to multiply, 
but they do so by following the pattern given them by their genetic code. 
This genetic code indicates whether the organism will have hair and what 
color it will be, but it also applies to other physical attributes and abilities. 
It is common knowledge, for example, that dogs are bred for hunting, 
protection, racing, and/or beauty. Prize horses are valuable precisely for 
the genes they can potentially pass on to future generations, and for which 
large fees are often paid.  
 Heredity explains why tall children are often born of tall parents. It 
also explains hair color, eye color, and body shape, as well as the 
likelihood and susceptibility of many neurological diseases (such as 
Alzheimer’s Disease and Huntington’s Chorea). If, by development, we 
mean “growing taller,” then we cannot ignore the role played by heredity. 

Francis Galton (1865) took this formulation even further when he 
argued that heredity could explain more than physical appearance and that 
it applied to mental capacities as well. He explained that intelligence, for 
example, was the product of heredity and breeding practices, though he 
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could not prove it. This was because there are always too many factors to 
control and, possibly, too few willing test subjects. 

 
Nurture 

The opposing view concerning human development emphasizes 
the importance of the environment—that is, how an individual has been 
nurtured by others and their experiences. These scientists believe that 
humans and animals are born as blank slates (tabula rasa), and human 
development is a product of experience, learning, and environmental 
shaping. The American behaviorist John Watson is perhaps the most 
extreme example of this. 
 Watson saw human behavior as highly plastic: if the environment 
could be controlled, then humans could be shaped into anything the way a 
child shapes snow into a snowman. “Give me a dozen healthy infants,” 
Watson said, 

well-formed, and my own specified world to bring them up 
in and I'll guarantee to take anyone at random and train him 
to become any type of specialist I might select – doctor, 
lawyer, artist, merchant-chief and, yes, even beggarman 
and thief, regardless of his talents, penchants, tendencies, 
abilities, vocations, and race of his ancestors. (1913, p. 10) 

Watson admits in the next sentence that he had no evidence to support his 
claim. History tells us that he would not produce any evidence of this 
throughout the rest of his career. But his proposal neatly demonstrates the 
assumption of nurture psychologists: anybody can be shaped into 
anything. 
 
Nature and Nurture 

The Nature/Nurture debate has no clear winner, so it is still a 
useful debate for undergraduate courses. Genetics alone cannot explain 
why some traits find expression and others do not, and learning alone 
cannot explain all human behaviors. 
 In genetics, the term “genotype” refers to the presence of a specific 
gene, and “phenotype” refers to that gene’s expression. This is because not 
all genes are expressed. For example, ducklings have a gene for 
developing a species-specific call (i.e., to recognize their mother’s voice), 
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but this only develops if the duckling is exposed to its mother’s call during 
the embryonic stage (Gottlieb, 1981). There is a genetic–environment 
interaction that must occur before a genotype is expressed (Whitehead, 
2018). 
 But environment alone is not sufficient, either. The laboratory of 
Watson, as well as his most famous follower B.F. Skinner, fell into 
disrepute because behavioral conditioning failed to explain the impact of 
heredity. In a series of famous and comical examples, researchers were 
unable to get animals to behave in a way that was contrary to their 
evolution: raccoons would not give coins away even when trained to do 
so, because raccoons take things; chickens that were trained to play 
baseball couldn’t help chasing after the ball instead of running to the base, 
because chickens follow movement (which is how they find their food). 
Researchers Breland and Breland (1961) have provided four examples, 
each more outrageous than the last, of how evolution makes tabula rasa 
impossible. 
 

Examining How Culture Shapes Development 

Evolution and biology are important for understanding some of 
why humans grow up the way that they do, but these alone do not give the 
full picture. Environments affect human growth, but, perhaps more 
importantly, culture affects what growth means.  
 Looking at the shape and size of the body as well as the facility 
with which the body is used might tell us something about when a child 
will become independent. Indeed, the growth of the nervous system and 
brain predict when a child will master language or literacy. But the 
majority of human development has to do with cultural expectations. This 
can be seen by looking at development only in the United States. 
 
History of Childhood in the United States  

Until the early 20th century, childhood terminated at the sexual and 
physical maturation of the human body, which occurs somewhere between 
the ages of 12 and 14. At this age, humans are capable of reproduction and 
work. In the 19th Century it was not uncommon for these young men and 
women to begin starting and supporting their families. It is no coincidence 
that few people attended school beyond junior high (i.e., eighth grade). 
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 At the beginning of the 20th century, American psychologist G. 
Stanley Hall proposed a new stage of development between childhood and 
adulthood called “adolescence” (1904). While the term has roots in the 
15th century, its usage did not become common until Hall’s book. The 
popularity of the new stage of childhood cannot be viewed separately from 
the disappearance of factory and farming jobs, which now went to 
machines in the increasingly efficient manufacturing industry.  
 It is no surprise that the establishment of the National Child Labor 
Committee, which kept children out of the labor market, occurred the 
same year that Hall published his book. These also coincided with 
compulsory schooling through the age of 17, also known as high school. 
Even though 13-year-olds routinely worked full-time jobs and took care of 
families in the 19th century, by the middle of the 20th it was scarcely 
believable that a 17 year-old had the responsibility necessary to do so. 
 Today we are in the midst of another extension of childhood, 
which has been named by yet another American developmental 
psychologist. It is “emerging adulthood” (Arnett, 2014). Now young 
adults are expected to remain in school until their early to mid-twenties 
before they are thought fit to begin a job and take care of themselves. 
 
Cultural Significance of Development 

A few important developments are tied to biology. At birth, an 
infant (literally “without speech”) is helpless and requires constant 
protection and attention. By six months, infants give an indication that 
they recognize their native tongue (Kuhl, et al., 2005). Over the next 12 
months, the infant’s facility with movement and language develops rapidly 
until they are mobile and have a rudimentary grasp of the phonemes of 
their native tongue. By five, or early childhood, children exhibit mastery 
of language and begin developing massive vocabularies. They are also 
developing rudimentary literacy (which is generally mastered a few years 
later).  
 While these may sound like natural processes, they are highly 
shaped by culture. Children only develop recognition for phonemes if 
spoken to or interacted with, and this can only occur in a society where 
these expectations are made apparent by interactions with the children 
(Whitehead, 2020). It would not occur if, for example, infants were left in 
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incubators where they were fed by tube. The importance of literacy, and 
thereby the significance of learning to read and write, only makes sense in 
a society that esteems the printed word (such as ours). The printing press 
was not invented until the 15th century, and reading did not become a 
common expectation for another several decades. Also in the 15th century, 
children were thought to be little adults—that is, different only in size and 
the ability to procreate. 
 The same may be said of the many other so-called stages of human 
development. Students often ask the following questions, which are more 
cultural than biological: 

• When will I know if I’m ready to handle responsibilities? 
• When will I know if I’m ready to start a family? 
• Start a relationship? 
• Done growing up? 
• Mature? 
• And so on. 

 
Internationalizing a University Course in Human Development 

Culture shapes development. Therefore culture is essential to 
understanding the process of development. It is like spending an afternoon 
outside in the sunshine: after a while, a person no longer realizes how 
much the sun has washed out the color of what they see. It is not until they 
go inside that they realize the color distortion. In order to recognize how 
culture shapes development, students must be exposed to other cultures. 
 The best and, for this, unreplicable method for exposing students to 
other cultures is to ask that they do so directly—that is, by having them 
visit a culture different from their own. Reading about a cultural practice 
such as Quinceañera, the Spanish coming of age ritual for women, 
confronts students only with book reading, and possibly a video 
documentary. Such an experience is passive and is a practice of 
consumption. Superior to consuming information would be experiencing a 
Quinceañera directly, such as attending the celebration and talking to the 
people involved. Unfortunately, costs and time constraints prohibited an 
experiential internationalization program. Instead, existing models and 
examples of course internationalization were followed as guides (DeCuir, 
2017; Medlin, 2017; Okonkwo, 2017).  

90



Internationalization of a Course in Human 
Development 

Whitehead 

 
 
Summary of Procedure 

The present internationalization program followed three steps. 
Students were asked to: 

1. Reflect on a significant developmental achievement in our 
society (such as “coming of age”) 

2. Confront, by way of documentary or lecture, the same 
developmental achievement as it unfolds in a different culture 
(such as Indigenous Alaskans) 

3. Compare and contrast the two cultural perspectives as they 
pertained to the developmental achievement in question. 

The program was repeated eight times and covered the following topics: 
prenatal care, childbirth, child education, parenting styles, adolescence, 
coming of age, marriage, grief, and mourning the loss of a loved one (that 
is, death and dying rituals). 
 
Internationalization Program Learning Objectives 

The principal objective of the internationalization program was as 
follows: “Students will understand the cultural and global differences in 
human development.” Two supplementary objectives were as follows:  

1. Students will recognize multiple viewpoints in interpreting 
developmental psychological theory, specifically individualist 
and collectivist. 

2. Students will understand the role played by cultural and 
religious beliefs in theories of human development. (See 
Appendix A for the assessment rubric). 

 
Individualism and Collectivism 

Cultures can be divided broadly into two categories: individualist 
and collectivist. These cultural categories determine how personality is 
defined, decisions are made, success is determined, and so on.  

Individualist cultures emphasize the solitary individual. Examples 
include the USA, Canada, Continental Europe, and Great Britain. In 
individualistic cultures, success is determined by individual 
accomplishment. Independence and self-reliance are held in high esteem. 
In individualist cultures, competition is important and extends to all 
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contexts—intelligence, emotion, kindness, sociality, size, strength, 
happiness, and on and on. 

Collectivist cultures emphasize the family or group. Examples 
include Central and South America, and South and East Asia. In 
collectivist cultures, success is determined by how well the family or 
group is doing. Working together and supporting a family are held in high 
esteem. There is a great family and nationalistic pride, and competition is 
generally only between groups (such as Japan vs. China in a World Cup 
match). 

With the exception of the biologically dependent dimensions of 
development such as puberty, every aspect of human development in the 
United States is influenced by the country’s individualism. Children are 
rank-ordered in terms of their reading and speech abilities, intelligence 
levels (cognitive and emotional), and how well they get along with others. 
Marriage difficulties and irresponsibility are traced to the individual 
person and not, for example, their families. Falling in love is a highly 
personal practice in the US, and arranged marriages, which are common in 
collectivist countries, are scarcely conceivable in the US. Weddings in the 
US are about the couple being married, but in collectivist cultures, they are 
about the families involved. 

For each area of internationalization implementation, the course 
textbook (Kuther, 2017) was used as an example of development in an 
individualistic culture. Like nearly all human development textbooks 
published in the United Kingdom and the United States, Kuther’s (2017) 
text presents a strong bias in the direction of neutral scientific reasoning. 
Such textbooks take for granted that human development is something that 
can be studied using empirical methods of experimentation and that there 
are no other reasonable alternatives to this approach.  

While life expectancy and birth mortality rates are evidence of the 
benefits of a neutral and scientific approach to human development, 
human civilization has survived for 3300 years without it. In the 
internationalization component of each section, students were introduced 
to a model that is not based on the sovereignty of science but based on 
among others, religious beliefs, spirituality, ancient Indigenous practices, 
and myth. 
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Implementation Process 

The internationalization of the Human Development course 
complemented the existing curriculum as it had been designed by the 
instructor. The course had been previously taught by dividing the subject 
into the following stages: prenatal development, infant development, early 
childhood development, late childhood development, adolescent 
development, early and middle adult development, late adult development, 
and Death/Dying. For each of these, an internationalized perspective was 
added. 

 
Prenatal Development 

As it is taught in conventional textbooks, the subject of prenatal 
development concerns nutrition practices for pregnant women (such as 
vitamins, diet, drug use, etc.) as well as evidence-based delivery practices. 
After learning about prenatal nutritional advice from obstetrics experts, 
students watched a documentary (Northern Health, BC, 2016) where 
Tsimshian, Tahltan, Haisla, Gitxsan, and Nisga’a women described their 
Indigenous Canadian birth practices. For example, it is absolutely essential 
that the family be present for the birth and not, as generally happens with 
modern medical procedures, restricting the number of people allowed in 
the delivery room to two—a partner and a support person (such as at Bryn 
Mawr Women’s Health Associates; Main Line Health, 2019). In the 
documentary, the indigenous women discuss where conventional medical 
practices interfere with cultural practices (to the detriment of everyone). 
After birth, it is not uncommon for indigenous Canadian families to bring 
home the placenta and bury it along with a tree, so signifying the 
complementarity of the new life and Nature. 
 
Infant Development 

The two main conventional themes for infant development are 
physical growth (both body and nervous system) and its attendant changes 
(such as motor control and sense-organization). Social development and 
relationships begin shortly thereafter and signify early childhood. During 
infancy, the newborn is entirely dependent on its caretakers. The need for 
supervision, protection and nutrition are natural—that is, these needs must 
be met regardless of culture. But how they are met varies. For example, 
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the need for affection has been noted by American psychologists (Harlow, 
1958), but the person who plays this role can vary from culture to culture. 
Even in individualistic cultures, it is not unusual for a family member to 
play the childcare role. After exploring these topics from a conventional 
and individualistic perspective, students watched a documentary about 
childrearing practices in indigenous Africa (Parenting in Africa, 2014). 
The documentary made clear the adage that it takes a village to raise a 
child. The community was essential in its support of newborns. The shift 
from infant to child occurred seamlessly as villagers doubled as childcare 
providers, teachers, trainers, and so on. 

 
Early Child Development 

At six months, children begin to recognize other people as others 
as well as develop self-awareness. While bodily growth is still rapid and 
thus nutrition continues to be important, social development begins. A 
common feature of this development is attachment theory (1969). In 
individualist cultures, attachment is primarily between the child and the 
primary caretaker (often the mother). This puts an enormous amount of 
pressure on the single relationship, and children either learn to trust this 
singularly important person or develop independence and self-sufficiency. 
In Part II of the childrearing in indigenous Africa documentary, students 
see how the child can learn to trust entire communities or families.  

 
Additional Topics 

For late childhood development, students watched a documentary 
on indigenous American rituals associated with growing up; for adolescent 
development, students watched a documentary about the caste system in 
India; for early adulthood, a documentary about a Quinceañera 
celebration; for late adulthood, students read a book chapter on indigenous 
approaches to old age; and for death and dying, a documentary about Dia 
de los Muertos. 

 

Assessment of Projects 

Each internationalization topic began with a discussion of human 
development practices and rituals with which the students were most 
familiar. This generally followed a textbook-based lecture from the 
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instructor and took an entire day. The second day of the week began with 
a documentary or guided reading from a nontraditional perspective (as 
described above). This was followed by a student-led compare and 
contrast activity where students identified areas of overlap as well as areas 
of disagreement between the cultural approaches. 
 Student responses, as shown in Table 1, were gathered and 
organized into three categories based on awareness of cultural differences 
as they pertain to human development: exceeds expectations (e.g., Student 
not only accepts contradictory developmental claims, but discusses how 
they play out differently across cultures), meets expectations (e.g., Student 
is able to accept contradictory developmental claims as equally true), and 
fails to meet expectations (e.g., Student is unable to accept contradictory 
developmental claims as equally true, but must instead choose that which 
is most true). 
 
Table 1  

Rubric for Learning Outcomes 
Objective Exceeds standards Meets Standards Fails to Meet Standards 

Students will 
recognize 
multiple 
viewpoints. 

Student not only 
accepts 
contradictory 
developmental 
claims but traces 
these differences to 
cultural and 
religious norms. 

Student is able to 
accept 
contradictory 
developmental 
claims as equally 
true. 

Student is unable to 
accept contradictory 
developmental claims as 
equally true, but must 
instead choose that 
which is most true. 

Students will 
understand 
the role 
played by 
cultural and 
religious 
belief in 
theories of 
development 

Student gives 
scientific, religious, 
and/or cultural 
explanations for 
developmental 
achievements, and 
compares/contrasts 
their explanatory 
usefulness for 
different social 
groups. 

In addition to giving 
scientific 
explanations for 
developmental 
achievements, the 
student is able to 
discuss their 
religious or cultural 
significance. 

Student cannot see 
beyond the norms of 
their own 
cultural/social/religious 
group (including science) 
as it pertains to 
describing or explaining 
developmental 
achievements.  

 For example, students were asked the following open-response 
question on a midterm: Kerry has just completed her Quinceañera 
training and celebration. Is she ready for a serious romantic relationship? 
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Exceeds Expectations 

One student wrote:  
“Ready for a serious romantic relationship” is a social, 
cultural, and religious judgment and will vary from culture 
to culture and community to community. In Kerry’s 
community, which celebrates Quinceañera, the training and 
celebration alone signify her readiness to become a woman 
and begin a serious romantic relationship. 
 
This student realizes the cultural factors at play in determining 

when a person is ready for a serious relationship. By noting how the 
training and celebration alone signify Kerry’s readiness, the student 
recognizes the comparable unimportance of “getting a college degree” or 
“living on her own” as indicators of readiness. This student could likely 
predict what it would mean to be a good mother or father in a given 
community, or what might constitute a satisfying life. 

 
Meets Expectations 

One student wrote: “Yes, based on the Quinceañera training, 
everything she needs to know should have been covered and she is now 
ready.”  

This student, who was born and raised in Georgia, is making a 
judgment that is at odds with their culture. But the reader can nearly detect 
some resignation with which this student has suspended their own 
culturally biased understanding of what qualifies a person for a serious 
relationship. 

 
Fails to Meet Expectations 

One student wrote: “I do not think Kerry is ready because she is 
still young. 15 is too young and she won’t understand commitment.” 
 This student has in mind a single answer to this question that is 
correct regardless of culture. That is to say, only this student’s culture is 
doing it the correct way, and all other cultures are mistaken. 
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Results 

 To assess learning objective One, students were asked to compare 
individualism and collectivism in the custom of marriage ceremonies. Half 
of the students met expectations by demonstrating an understanding of 
how this cultural difference could impact the selection of a partner, the 
decision to get married, or the organization of the ceremony. Two 
exceeded expectations by describing possible conflicts between different 
cultures, particularly if both are present during the same ceremony. Fifteen 
students failed to meet expectations by speaking vaguely of the differences 
between individualism and collectivism, or by defining them in similar 
terms (e.g., “in the end, people will do whatever they please”), which fails 
to capture the influence of culture. 
 To assess learning objective Two, students were asked to reflect on 
US customs surrounding childbirth and to explain whether these customs 
were influenced by science, religion, or culture. One student exceeded 
expectations by comparing and contrasting home birth with laboratory 
birth. The majority of students, however, described US childbirth practices 
as a monolithic practice (“childbirth in the US is always social because of 
baby showers”) or spoke vaguely of customs (e.g. “sometimes science is 
used but it’s up to the parents/doctor”). 
 The disparity in total participants assessed, Table 2, can be 
explained by a scheduling irregularity that took place during the semester, 
which was due to the early emergence of COVID-19. 
 
Table 2 

Assessment of Learning Outcomes 
 

Objective Exceeds Meets Fails to meet Total 

1 2 17 15 34 

2 1 3 20 24 
 

Challenges 

The internationalization of this course occurred the week before 
the semester began and, consequently, the instructor took on too great a 

97



Internationalization of a Course in Human 
Development 

Whitehead 

 
change to the course. As seen above, every area of human development 
included an internationalization component. In retrospect, it would have 
been better to spend a week introducing the internationalization process, 
then choose only three or four topics to engage. This would have provided 
more opportunity for discussion and feedback rather than covering as 
much content as possible. 
 Students quickly fell into the habit of saying “everything is 
relative,” and struggled to understand why, for example, one community 
values medical advice while another does not. 
 Finally, students had trouble letting go of the biases of their own 
culture—namely, the eminence of modern science. Consequently, any 
argument that was not endorsed by a scientist was criticized for no other 
reason than its being nonscientific. This was evident in the assessment of 
Learning Objective 2, “Students will understand the role played by 
cultural and religious belief in theories of development.” As mentioned 
earlier, the human development course is a prerequisite for nursing majors 
at the school. The perspective of Western medical science, however, was 
not easily challenged. With good reason, these students were having 
difficulty suspending the medical approach they were learning in their 
other courses. Extra time is necessary to work with students on their 
assumptions about health and wellness, which are heavily biased in the 
direction of experimental science. The importance of an integrated 
approach—where experimental medical science merges with 
nontraditional and/or humanistic medicine—has been documented in 
detail elsewhere (Aho, 2018; Heidegger, 2001; Kleinman, 1986; 
Whitehead, 2019). But suffice it to say that medical experts have 
estimated that one in three adults in the United States has used or relied on 
unconventional medical practices (Eisenberg et al., 1993). 
 

Conclusion 

It is the author’s understanding that an intercultural or 
internationalized approach is essential for teaching human development. 
The human development canon popular in the United States is not without 
cultural influence. What it means to be a child, adolescent, and adult has 
changed considerably even in the last 120 years (Postman, 1994). 
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 In order to best internationalize a course, human development or 
otherwise, the author recommends a slow-going approach that emphasizes 
depth over breadth. The shift in awareness requires a lot of practice and 
benefits from feedback. This would mean spending extra time going over 
the answers after they were submitted, rather than rushing on to the next 
topic. For example, if a student recognizes a cultural difference, then they 
could be encouraged to examine the consequences of such differences 
instead of stopping the inquiry there. This would be most beneficial for the 
students who conclude that “everyone is different,” but who look no 
further. The differences are not arbitrary or irrelevant, however much they 
might seem to be. Rather than linger with students in the uncertainty of 
cultural differences, the author sped along to the next topic. 
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