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The example Drielsma cites of children who never develop nor-
mal vision if they have had cataracts during the early months
of life represents one type of “critical period” or developmental
process – what Greenough and Black (1992) call “experience-
expectant” synaptogenesis.  In this process, brain growth,
including the growth of synaptic connections, relies on par-
ticular forms of environmental exposure or species specific
experience. In the cataract example, the visual cortex “expects”
and “needs” exposure to light and patterned visual informa-
tion to develop normal visual functioning. 

Greenough and Black (1992) contrast this with “experience-
dependent developmental processes or synaptogenesis in
which idiosyncratic experiences throughout life help to trigger
brain growth and refine existing brain structures” (Shonkoff et
al. 2000: 54). The other example Drielsma cites to support the

argument for early experience concerns the subtle changes in
brain functioning of people who have become stringed instru-
ment musicians. This is an example of “experience-dependent”
development but does not rely on the experience occurring
before the age of three, as Drielsma’s quote implies.

Drielsma then generalises from these examples to other areas
of development, saying: “This observation about learning and
development applies to behavioural, mental and physical
long-term health outcomes as well” (p. 8). But there is as yet
little evidence from studies of human behavior, learning and
development (as opposed to animals studies) to support this
claim. There is, however, evidence that these other areas of
development show more plasticity and are open to influence
from new experience and learning across childhood and
even into adulthood. To quote Shonkoff et al. (2000: 216):

b r a i n  d e v e l o p m e n t

I welcome Judy Cashmore’s comments. They provide “rounding” and balance to my article, which may have seemed overly 
enthusiastic at times. My comments were based on a reflection of Bruce Perry’s work, with direct reference to his 1998 ISPCAN
lectures, that sparked in me a new awareness of the importance of the early years. It is gratifying to have this whole area further
highlighted and discussed through the Clearinghouse Newsletter.
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