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Brain plasticity: Plasticity in the brain refers to the way that brain cells and brain processes 
can be moulded and changed. The reason we develop and learn is due to the brains 
plasticity.  
 
Dynamic systems theory: 
The study of human development is being 
reconceived, due to the discoveries of 
neuroscience and its findings relative to 
children’s variable and dynamic capacities 
going much beyond ‘stage-theory’. 
 
In mainstream Developmental Science, the 
main theoretical framework is Dynamic 
Systems Theory (DST), also called Complexity 
Theory.  
The introduction of Dynamic Systems Theory into human development in the 1990’s was 
part of a much bigger change that occurred in mainstream science over the past 50 years. 
 
Over past years, a big problem with development studies has been the lack of an 
overarching theory. The leading developmentalist, Paul Van Geert, says that development 
theory can look like ‘a collection of perspectives and approaches (theories)’, of ‘influences’ 
and ‘aspects’.  
 
However, since the mid 1900’s, many developmentalists believe that Dynamic Systems 
Theory now provides us with an overarching metatheory. 
 
Emergent self-organisation: is one of the key ideas in Complexity Theory or Dynamic 
Systems Theory. That is what starts to make a DST account of development so distinctive.  
 
Human development and learning occurs via a dynamic process of emergent self-
organisation. New patterns of behaviour emerge as a result of multiple experiences of the 
environment.  
 

 
 

 

 
 
Neuro-myths are defined as mistaken beliefs 
about the brain, ‘some based on a very loose 
extrapolation of sound scientific theory to 
unwarranted conclusions, others simply 
resulting from misinformation or 
misunderstanding” (Sankey & Kim, 2016, 
p.113)   
 



 
Looking back at traditional theories: 

- Seek an explanation in terms of a single cause when according to DST there is usually 
no single cause  

- Envisage development as ‘going forward’, as ‘orderly progression’ and as a pathway 
leading ‘upward and onward’ toward adulthood, but DST stresses that development 
can often seem to go backward 

- Variability and diversity are often seen as ‘noise’ in the system  
 

 
 
Classical Stage Theory:  
Piaget: Cognitive Developmental Theory  
Erickson: Identity and Personality Development Theory  
Kohlberg: Moral Development Theory  
All of the above classical theories of development employed in the idea that development 
comprises a linear progress through ‘stages’.  
 
According to DST however, these ‘stages’ are valid only as rough approximates, the ‘view 
from above’ found at a relatively low level of magnification.  
The process of development is synonymous to a journey across a shifting landscape of hills 
and valleys and sometimes unstable.  
 
DST’s view on development: 

- Messy  
- Exploratory and opportunistic  
- Syncretic  
- Highly variable  
- Highly context sensitive  

 
 

Key concepts and ideas of DST: 
- Development is frequently non-

linear involving a process or 
emergent self-organisation  

- Behaviour is the product of 
multiple, contributing influences or 
causes (seldom a single cause) 

- Each component and influence has 
a history; the history of the 
organism matters in this 
development  

- Form is a product of process 
 


