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Goals & Objectives

1. Examine the limitations milestones have taking into 
consideration the cultural environment within which 
infant and early childhood development occurs

2. Describe one example of how values, culture, and 
expectations impact early childhood development

3. Practice linking lesser-valued milestones to higher-
valued milestones as an approach to building family 
engagement and efficacy promoting their child’s 
optimal development
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Agenda

I. Contextualizing Child Development
II. Culture- & Values-Based Infant and Toddler 

Developmental Processes
III. Culture-Informed Family-Engaged Developmental 

Monitoring
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Self-Awareness & Self-Care

• Some of today’s information may arouse uneasiness
• Please practice self-awareness—what is happening in 

your body and mind
• Lean into that discomfort and see what you might learn

from it
• Do what you need to practice self-care
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Part I:
Contextualizing 
Child 
Development

8

Most Highly Valued Developmental 
Domain

Which developmental domain do you most highly value?
Select only one, please
• Social and Emotional
• Language and Communication
• Cognitive
• Motor and Physical

Reflection Activity
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Childrearing Around the World

• Danish parents leave their infants in the stroller on the 
sidewalk while they eat at a restaurant

• In the Polynesian Islands, young children take care of 
toddlers in organized “kid collectives”

• Spanish children routinely stay up late to participate in 
family time together

• Kisii mothers in Kenya avert their eyes when their baby 
starts babbling

10 Lodish 2014. Global Parenting Habits, accessed 2023.01.16 

Why Be Culturally-Informed?

• Early childhood development happens within the context of a 
family’s culture and heritage

• Optimal development is promoted by nurturing, loving adults in 
the young child’s life 

• A family’s cultural values and expectations consciously and 
unconsciously influence which milestones the family nurtures 
and which they do not
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Why Be Culturally-Informed?

• Developmental milestones 
– capture the elements of a progression of the developing 

capacity of the infant or young child to fully function in 
society and thrive

– derived from a search for universal characteristics of 
developmental growth

• Theory on search for universality suggests that results are 
unintentionally more commonly findings that align and validate 
own’s own cultural biases

• Developmental milestones are out-come focused, minimizing 
how or why such development evolves

• This process precludes focus on cultural specificity

12 Saarni 1998. Issues of Cultural Meaningfulness, Dev Psychology 34(4): 647-652 
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Why Be Culturally-Informed?

• Not all milestones resonate with all cultures
• Milestones are predominately evidence-based
• Minoritized people and populations of color are under-

represented in research
• Milestones are based on research and expert opinions 

predominately representing the majority Caucasian population

13 Spheres of Influence 2015. Racial & Ethnic Disparities in Research Studies

Why Be Culturally-Informed?

Independent-
Individualistic Cultures
• Autonomy 
• Self-sufficiency
• Rights of each person
• Personal 

identity/uniqueness

14

Interdependent-
Collectivistic Cultures
• Rights of family & 

community
• Relation to others
• Group loyalty
• Compromise
• Supporting others

Fatehi,, et al. 2020. The Expanded View of Individualism & Collectivism

Part II:
Culture- & Values-
Based Infant & 
Toddler 
Developmental 
Processes

1115
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Social Smile

16

Age Milestone
2 months Smiles when you talk to or 

smile at them

4 months Smiles on their own to get 
your attention

Elements of Social Smile Development

• Frequency of maternal imitation correlates with duration 
of infant smile over time

• Adaptation to the responsive contingency levels of their 
mother

• Infant’s development of social contingencies 
expectations

17 Wӧrmann, et al. 2014. J Cross-Cultural Psychology 45(3).3390361 

Mutual 
Gaze

Maternal 
Smile

Infant 
Imitation

Maternal 
Imitation

Cultural Influence on Development of  
Social Smile

• Independent culture
• Interdependent culture

• 44 mother-child dyads
• Gaze at 6, 8, 10, & 12 weeks

18 Wӧrmann, et al. 2014. J Cross-Cultural Psychology 45(3).3390361 
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Independent Culture: Münster

19

Infant socialization for: 
• Autonomy
• Self-actualization
• Emotional expressiveness
• Mutual gaze
• Imitation of positive emotions

• Expression of positive emotions

Wӧrmann, et al. 2014. J Cross-Cultural Psychology 45(3).3390361 

Interdependent Culture: Nso

20

Infant socialization for:
• Relatedness
• Obedience
• Share with others
• Facilitate social harmony
• Social responsibility & competence 

from an early age

• Minimization of negative emotions
• Parental physical contact to 

regulate infant’s negative emotions 
and calm

Wӧrmann, et al. 2014. J Cross-Cultural Psychology 45(3).3390361 

Cultural Influence on Development of  
Social Smile

Münster
• 6-10 wk linear increase in 

frequency & duration of 
infant smile

• Duration of infant smile 
correlated with maternal 
imitation

• 12 wk maternal and infant 
imitation become 
independent

21 Wӧrmann, et al. 2014. J Cross-Cultural Psychology 45(3).3390361 

Nso
• All elements of 

development less than 
with Münster dyads

• 8-10 wk infant imitation 
only observed mechanism 
related to duration of smile

• 12 wk emergent moderator 
effect of maternal 
imitation
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Cultural Influence on Development of  
Social Smile

• Infant imitation is a universal and essential mechanism 
for social learning

• There is an inherent tension with mutual gaze
• Infants develop stronger cortical control of emotions 

with age
• Independent cultures value expression of positive 

emotions
• Interdependent cultures value control of negative 

emotions

22

Cultural Influence on Development of  
Social Smile

• Münster babies’ development of social smile shows 
linear progression that correlates with maternal 
imitation founded on mutual gaze

• Münster culture values expression of positive emotions
• Nso babies show slower development of social smile 

with emergent maternal imitation at 12 weeks
• Nso cultural customs practice greater physical contact to 

comfort (driven by?) their cultural value for nurturing 
minimization of negative emotions

• Nso mothers expect emerging expression of joy in their 
infants around 6 months 

23 Wӧrmann, et al. 2014. J Cross-Cultural Psychology 45(3).3390361 

Social Smile

24

Age Milestone
2 months Smiles when you talk to or 

smile at them

4 months Smiles on their own to get 
your attention
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Feeding & Mealtime

25
Martini, et al. 2002. How Mothers in Four Am Cultures Shape Infant Learning, 
ZTT Feb/March 

• Caucasian-American
– Most strongly desire child to be spontaneous, 

creative, expressive, and self-reliant
– Tendency to allow autonomy, self-feeding
– View disruptive mealtime behavior (e.g., squealing to 

gain attention) as signs of intelligence or strong will
• Filipino-American

– Most strongly wish for children to be obedient and 
respect authority

– Highly structured approach to infant feeding

Feeding & Mealtime

26
Martini, et al. 2002. How Mothers in Four Am Cultures Shape Infant Learning, 
ZTT Feb/March 

• Native Hawaiian
– Most strongly emphasize solidarity and consideration of 

others of the family
– Allowed toddler to wander during mealtimes and fed by 

any at table as long as child did not disrupt the group
• Japanese-American

– Emphasis on achievement and mastery
– Closely watch infant and provide support for infant to 

achieve their signaled play
– Quietly and subtly redirect disruptive or undesired actions

Feeding & Mealtime

27

Age Milestone
9 months Uses fingers to rake food 

towards self

12 months Drinks from a cup without a 
lid as you hold it

15 months Uses fingers to feed self some 
food

18 months Feeds self with fingers

2 years Eats with a spoon
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Part III:
Culturally-
Informed Family-
Engaged 
Developmental 
Monitoring

1128

Attunement to Family Culture Promotes 
Respectful and  Meaningful Connections

• Respecting a family’s culture and value system is important and 
in the best interest of the infant or young child

• Offering information of early childhood development that 
resonates with a family’s culture and values creates meaningful 
connects

• Cultivating connections that are meaningful to a family promotes 
trusting relationships and family engagement

29

Why Be Culturally-Informed?

Knowing which milestones a family highly 
values AND which are less valued are 

opportunities for family engagement and 
promotion of an infant’s or young child’s 

optimal development

30
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Gathering Spanish Culturally-Informed Higher 
Valued Milestones

• A tool was created that laid out all 160 Act Early milestones by 
age group  

• Milestones across all domains within each age group were 
shuffled while preserving grouping by age

• Domain for each milestone was not presented
• Milestones were then clustered in groups of 2-4 milestones

31

Gathering Spanish Culturally-Informed Higher 
Valued Milestones

• Using the tool provided, 7 bi-cultural, bi-lingual (Span-Eng) 
subject matter experts independently selected from each cluster 
the milestone they most valued based on their cultural 
background

• Those milestones selected by this first pass were then clustered 
in groups of 2-4 for the next iteration and the selection process 
was repeated

• This continued until only 1 milestone remained
• Consultants submitted completed tool via email for scoring, 

aggregation and analysis 

32

Gathering Spanish Culturally-Informed Higher 
Valued Milestones

• Responses were aggregated and scored
• Those milestones 

– never selected by any consultant received a score of 0
– selected only once and by only 1 consultant received a score 

of 1
– selected more than once by one or more consultants received 

higher scores determined by the number of times the 
milestone was selected

• The scores presented here are the total sum of the number of 
times a particular milestone was chosen by all consultants based 
on their cultural backgrounds and values 

33
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Social Emotional & Language and 
Communication Domains Scored Highest 

Average Score by Domain
Domain Total 

Milestones
Score Average

SE 42 5.3

L&C 40 4.9

Cog 33 2.1

M&P 45 2.0

Overall 160 3.6

SE = Social Emotional
L&C = Language & Communication
Cog = Cognitive
M&P = Motor & Physical

Social Emotional and 
Language and 
Communication milestones 
were more frequently 
chosen as highly valued 
than Cognitive or Motor 
developmental milestones. 

34

Social Emotional & Language and 
Communication Milestones Score Higher Than 

Cognitive and Motor
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0 1 2 3 4 5

(1) Blue = Social Emotional
(2) Red = Language & Communication

(3) Green = Cognitive
(4) Purple = Motor & Physical
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Social Emotional & Language and 
Communication Domains Scored Highest 

Zero Scores by Domain

SE L&C Cog M&P

SE = Social Emotional
L&C = Language & Communication
Cog = Cognitive
M&P = Motor & Physical

Social Emotional milestones are 
more frequently highly valued over 
other developmental milestones. 
Language and Communication 
milestones are the second most 
frequently valued milestones. 
Cognitive and Motor were the least 
frequently highly valued 
milestones. 
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Using High and Low Scored Milestones in 
Conversation with Families

• High scored milestones can promote family 
engagement

• Low scored milestones can guide promotion of optimal,  
well-rounded child development

37

Attunement to Family Culture Promotes 
Respectful and  Meaningful Connections

• Bringing new information about early childhood development 
into a family’s cultural context through trusting relationships can 
be respectfully educational 

• Expanding knowledge and information builds parent self-efficacy
• Parent self-efficacy further advances their active nurturing of 

their child’s development and advocacy for their child’s well-
being

38

Finding Connections Between Higher and Less Valued 
Milestones Can Promote Well-Rounded Development

• Broaden knowledge, NOT change family values
• Milestones that resonate with a family can be a foundation for 

enhancing family engagement and building trust
• Attunement to a family’s value system and culture enhances family 

engagement
• Trusting relationships facilitate communication 
• Milestones resonating with family values open up further 

opportunities for engagement
• Family engagement provides opportunities to respectively 

introduce lesser-valued milestones by making connections to their 
higher-valued milestones

39
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Lesser Valued Milestones are Educational  
Opportunities

• Education is a component of developmental monitoring
• Engagement provides an opportunity for expanding knowledge in 

a nonjudgmental way 
• Pairing lesser valued milestones within the context of the family’s 

higher valued milestones can bridge milestones across domains 
• Respectfully exploring lesser-valued milestones with the family 

can expand parenting skills and professional relationship trust
• Family understanding previously unrecognized gaps in a child’s 

development can be validating, increase parental empathy for 
the child, and open-mindedness to explore constructive action 
steps
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Exercise: Linking Lesser Valued Milestones with 
Higher Valued Milestones

41

Spanish Culturally-Informed Milestone Moments 
Wheels

42
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What to do?

Back to the basics:
• Wonder
• Be curious
• Be humble
• Assume positive intent
• Actively listen
• Observe
• Learn

43

• Caring adults’ values, culture, and expectations influence what 
milestones are cultivated and promoted in infants and young 
children

• Not all milestones resonate with all cultures—knowing which 
are highly valued by a family opens up opportunities for 
promoting family engagement and building trusting 
relationships

• Linking lesser-valued milestones with higher-valued 
milestones in conversation with families can advance family 
efficacy to promote their child’s optimal development

Summary
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Thank you!

Sherri L. Alderman
Act Early Ambassador to Oregon

actearlyoregon.org 
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